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Prologue: Then and Now 


-Let’s go see the ocean. 
In the past, he had invited Sakura to go to the beach. 
“Woah... It’s so beautiful, Ichi.” 


The beach was opened to the public, but perhaps since it 
was yet the season, there were few visitors. The sandy 
beach was quiet, with only a few locals taking their dogs for 
a walk. Even so, the sight of the clear sky and azure sea 
blending together beyond the horizon was frankly beautiful. 


“By any chance, you took me here because | said | wanted 
to go to the beach before?” 


Ichigo nodded timidly at Sakura’s words. 


In her room, when they were watching TV together - He 
remembered Sakura muttering to herself when she saw the 
beach on the screen. 


He then searched hard for the nearest reputable beach that 
he could get to with the least amount of travel costs. As a 
result, they had to travel across the prefecture- 


“Thank you, Ichi.” Sakura smiled and said as she held her 
straw hat, keeping it from being kidnapped by the ocean 
breeze. 


Just being able to see her face made all the hard work worth 
it. Rather, the recollection of all his hardships was erased 
and vanished. 


“I should have brought my swimsuit. Ah, but there aren’t 
many other people around, so it would be weird if we were 
to play by ourselves, wouldn’t it?” 


Hearing Sakura’s words, Ichigo recalled the time when he 
went to a swimming pool in the city with her. At that time, 
Sakura was wearing a white bikini-type swimsuit. With her 
stylish and well-proportioned physique, and her porcelain- 
white skin unsparingly exposed, she gave off an air of 
innocence and cuteness, as well as a somewhat stimulating 
allure. 


Naturally, she attracted a lot of attention, so there was a 
part of him that didn’t want her to dress too revealing... At 
the same time however, he couldn’t deny that he had 
developed the desire to be the only one to see it if allowed 
to. It was the inexplicable selfishness of an adolescent boy. 


“Are? \|t looks like | didn’t live up to your expectations, Ichi.” 


Apparently, Ichigo’s intentions were clear to her, as he 
remained silent. Seeing such a reaction, Sakura said with a 
grin. 


“Not at all-“ 
In a hurry, Ichigo tried to deny it. But then, 
“There!” 


At the crashing waves. Sakura, who was walking barefoot on 
the beach, suddenly scooped up some seawater and 


splashed it on Ichigo. It was as if she was trying to hide her 
embarrassment. 


“Whoa!” 


At the sudden sprinkling of seawater, Ichigo quickly turned 
his face away. 


“Hahaha, you don’t have to be so reserved, Ichi. It’ll dry up 
soon enough anyway.” As she said this, Sakura ran along 
the edge of the waves and played in the water, looking 
happy and smiling like a little girl not yet old enough to play. 


Her appearance was that of a goddess. 


It was a memory from when Ichigo was in his first year of 
junior high school and Sakura was in her third. 


Next year, Sakura would graduate from junior high school 
and attend a different school from the one Ichigo went to-A 
high school somewhere else. So now, he was in the middle 
of a limited time when he could share many experiences 
with her. He wanted to be with Sakura for as long as 
possible, even if it was just a minute or a second, to feel her 
presence close to him. He wanted to know as much as he 
could about her. 


“Do you have any dreams for the future, Sakura?” 


In the distance, he gazed vaguely at a ship moving 
soundlessly between the sky and the sea. 


Sitting on the beach, Ichigo asked Sakura the question. 


“Hmm... Not really at the moment.” Sakura replied as she 
watched the gentle waves crashing against the shore with a 
quiet gaze. 


Sakura’s family ran their own business. 

She was the only child at the moment. 

What would she do in the future? 

Would she take over the family business? 

Sakura was very smart. 

So, perhaps that would be fine. 

Or maybe... Someone would marry her and become the son- 


in-law... Then, the couple would take over the family 
business and run it together... 





= — 
“Does Ichi have a dream?” 


Then, when Sakura asked him, Ichigo shook his head 
vigorously, as if to shake off the delusion he had been 
imagining in his brain. He did his best to cover up the words 
and scene that had just popped into his head, so as not to 
accidentally say them out loud. 


“Me too, nothing particular at the moment...” 


“1 see. | guess that’s to be expected. We never know what 
the future holds, right?” 


Ichigo smiled at Sakura, who smiled at him. 
The two of them smiled at each other. 


“But when | enter high school, I'd like to get a part-time 
job.” 


Afterwards, Sakura said while narrowing her eyes, perhaps 
because the sunlight, which was reflected off the surface of 
the water, was too bright. 


“| want to do different jobs, learn things | don’t know, and 
gain a lot of experience.” 


“Me too, I’d also like to do something when I’m allowed to 
work.” 


He wanted to work and be more financially secure than he 
was at the moment. He wanted to spend as much time as 
possible with Sakura, to make her happy, even if it was just 
for a moment. 


And for that reason- 


Too dazzling and too precious - Ichigo thought as he lost 
himself in his recollection of her. He thought that he would 
never remember such a memory again. No, he had even 
buried the memory. 


He didn’t want to remember it, because this faint, radiant 
memory had become very painful, now that he had 
experienced the future that was to follow. 


-The flow of time returns to the present. 


“Welcome! If there’s anything you don’t understand, we’re 
here to help!” 


A large shopping center located on the outskirts of an urban 
area. One of the establishments operating there was a large 
department store with an enormous shopping area. The so- 

called S-ranked store was one of the top selling stores in the 
company’s nationwide chain. 


In such a store, she, Luna Hoshigami, was doing her best as 
a part-timer today. She was standing at a place called the 
service counter, which was set up behind the main cash 
register. 


Normally, she attended a school for young ladies, but right 
now, she was dressed in her part-time uniform of shirt and 
jeans, with her glossy black hair tied up in a single bun to 
match the atmosphere of her workplace. 


Her appearance looked very cheerful and cute. The warm 
smile on her well-defined face had such a destructive power 
that everyone couldn’t help but fall in love with it. 


It was truly the face of the store... Or you could even say it 
was a flower blooming in the center of the store. It had such 
a strong presence. Of course, it wasn’t just about her good 
looks. 


The service counter, where she was stationed, played the 
role of a concierge in the store so to speak. Her job was to 
guide customers through the sales floor, handle deliveries, 
order items that were out of stock, and accept various types 
of custom requests, including business cards, seals, 
nameplates, and much more... It was a job that required the 
most affable, quick-witted, and to-the-point person in the 
store. 


However, Luna, who had just been hired for a part-time job 
recently, had already learned the various tasks and had 
become an indispensable member of the main service 
counter. 


“She’s very good, isn’t she?” 
Two adults were watching Luna’s work from a distance. 


“The other employees and customers have been very 
impressed. Even though she’s just a kid in her first year of 
high school, the students of Himesuhara High School really 
do have a sense of propriety and education.” 


The one who spoke with such sincere admiration was a 
woman with glasses and a clever-looking face. The assistant 
manager of the store, Wakana. 


On the other hand, the man, whom she was speaking to, 
remained silent as he stared at Luna’s figure. 


“.,.Manager?” 
“.,.Oh, yes, you’re right. We can count on her.” 


When Wakana tilted her head and asked again, he hurriedly 
replied. 


His hair was black and cut at an appropriate length, so even 
if he didn’t style it, it wouldn’t give off a sloppy impression. 
On top, he wore a shirt with no tie, and on the bottom, he 
wore Slacks and walking shoes. He was dressed in a way 
that gave a fresh impression of cleanliness and vitality. His 
face, while still youthful, has the air of an adult. He was the 
manager of this store - The 28-year-old Ichigo Kugiyama. 


“Really... We can count on her.” 


The look in Ichigo’s eyes as he muttered this was somewhat 
questioning and anxious. 


He had no complaints about Luna’s work performance. In 
fact, he could give her high marks for her part-time work 
without any problems. 


So, why was Ichigo so restless? 
The reason lies elsewhere. 
-I’m sorry, Ichi... But | can’t give up. 


... 4e remembered the incident behind the store the other 
day. 


A secluded place in a store that at the time, was still in 
service. 


Luna came running up to him and took his lips - He 
remembered the day they kissed. 


That was all it took for Ichigo’s thought process to heat up 
and he almost lost consciousness. 


The reason why Ichigo couldn’t keep a calm mind about 
Luna working in this store was because he didn’t know at 
what point she would make her strong approach. It was as if 
he was carrying a bomb around with him at all times, not 
knowing when it would explode. 


[Well, Kugiyama-kun. Thank you for the data statistics | 
requested the other day. It was very helpful. ] 


“No, I’m glad | could be of help.” 


Even in the midst of these days, Ichigo managed to get his 
work done. 


(...1 wonder if | should rate myself as an excellent workaholic 
at the fact that I’m still managing to get my work done 
despite my serious problems, or maybe | should be 
disgusted...?) 


At any rate, after finishing the online meeting with the 
regional manager, Ichigo left the office to take a break and 
headed for the break room. He was using his brain, so he 
needed to refill with some sugar. 


(.../1l have a cup of café au lait.) 


As he was thinking this, he opened the door to the break 
room. 


There, he saw someone. 

Of all people, it was Luna. 

He couldn’t help but feel his heart jump. 

“Ah, manager, thank you for your hard work.” 
“Ah, yeah.” 


Ichigo tried to remain calm and responded to her, but then 
he came to a realization. It was late in the evening, and the 
sales floor was settling down. It was the time of day when 
some of the employees who had come to work in the 
morning were leaving, and there were only a few shoppers 
and customers left. And right now, there was no other 
person in the break room. It just so happened that there 
were only the two of them. 


(...Not good...) 


Ichigo’s mind recalled Luna with a devilish smile on her face, 
which he had seen many times before. 


It was her. 


She was going to take advantage of the fact that there was 
no sign of anyone around to mess with him again... 


“Manager.” 
And there it was. 


Apparently, Ichigo had been immersed in his own world for a 
few dozen seconds. The next thing he knew, Luna had 


moved right next to him. 
“Yas?” 


Luna offered the cup of coffee in her hand. Inside, a pale 
brown liquid was shimmering with steam. It smelled sweet. 
It seemed to be café au lait. Apparently, she brewed it on 
the coffee machine just now. 


“You're on break, right? Here.” 

“Ah, thank you...” 

“Well, I’m at the end of my break, so if you’ll excuse me.” 
“Ah, yeah.” 

With that, Luna walked out of the break room normally. 
Ichigo couldn’t help but be taken aback. 

“...Huh?” 


Chapter 1: A Sense of 
Distance 


eichle” 


Bewilderment filled his head. He kept telling himself to calm 
down and relax, but his thoughts didn’t seem to stop at all. 


His heart continued to beat like a fast bell. He was in a state 
of ‘confusion’ and the situation could easily be included ina 
Japanese dictionary as an example sentence of the word. 


Straight at Ichigo, Luna rushed towards him. 
ol 1) ee di 

It came out of nowhere. 

There was no way he could react properly. 


It took less than a second to close the distance between 
them. 


Luna ran up to Ichigo as fast as she could, and brought her 
face close to his- 


-Her lips touched Ichigo’s. 
“Woah!...” 


Instantly, Ichigo shouted and leaped up. 


His eyes widened, and he saw the familiar white interior 
walls of the company housing. 


The room was filled with silence. The morning sun shining 
through the curtains illuminated a part of the dim darkness 
as if cutting through it. 


After a few moments of being stunned by the situation, 
Ichigo realized that he was on a bed and let out a sigh as 
hard as he could. 


“A dream, huh...” 


Recently, the scene of that day kept replaying over and over 
in his head. Needless to say, it was the day Luna kissed him. 
That’s how shocking it was for him... It was not something 
that he could easily ignore. 


The actual daughter of his first love, whose looks were 
exactly like her. It was the first-year high school girl who had 
stolen his lips. 


“Good grief...” 


How am so conscious of that? - Ichigo asked himself. As a 
member of society, and as a twenty-eight year old adult, it 
was pathetic. 


Ichigo sighed in disgust at himself, then proceeded to step 
down from the bed. Standing up, he lightly stretched his 
back and started preparing for the day. 


It was another day for work. 


Normally, Ichigo would still feel slightly sleepy after waking 
up, so he would play with his phone until he was fully 


awake, but today, it was all blown away by the dream he 
just had. 


The bedroom of this house was on the first floor, so he 
exited the room and headed straight for the living room. 
Then, he went into the system kitchen attached to the living 
room and started preparing breakfast. 


He set the bread in the toaster. And at the same time, 
turned on the coffee machine. He threw in some coffee 
powder from his favorite cafe in the neighborhood and 
mineral water, and then the machine began brewing. 


After finishing the preparations, he returned to the living 
room and turned on the TV to check the morning news. 
Checking the current affairs, including the weather forecast, 
was essential. It was important to grasp the changes and 
demands of the world in real time and incorporate them into 
the store operations. 


Before long, an alarm sounded in the kitchen, indicating that 
the toast and coffee were ready. Ichigo placed the toast 
added with margarine, blueberry jam, and a mug of freshly 
brewed coffee, with milk and sugar, on a wooden baker’s 
tray and carried it to the living room table. 


“Itadakimasu.” 


The unique aroma of the authentic coffee, which was 
imported from Brazil, had a touch of bitterness that filled his 
sense of taste and smell. 


After finishing his breakfast quickly, Ichigo cleaned up the 
dishes and went to the bathroom to take a shower. 


“Hah...” 


The bathroom was filled with heat and humidity. As the hot 
water was pouring over his head, Ichigo remembered the 
contents of his dream from earlier. However, he wasn’t 
simply confused, he was trying to calmly analyze and sort 
out his mind. 


It was true that Ichigo himself was overwhelmed by her 
honest and sudden action. 


Inside her, lied a dormant bomb that would explode if she 
was pushed too deep or accumulated too much. It was only 
natural not to provoke it... But even before that, he had yet 
to come up with the right solution on how to treat and 
interact with her. That was why in the store, although he 
didn’t ignore her, he might have taken a distant attitude 
towards her. 


“So troubling...” 


This was not an easy matter to solve. A problem with no 
obvious solution. 


He thought he was already used to such things, having 
experienced them many times through his work... Only then 
did he realize that he still didn’t have much experience in 
this field. 


In love, that is. 


“.,.Pull yourself together.” Ichigo said as he slapped his own 
cheeks with the palms of his hands. 


As long as it remained stuck in his head, it would be a 
reality he had to face, but even so, there was no point in 
worrying about it all the time. 


As a member of society, he must know when to gather his 
focus. First of all, he had to fulfill his role and duties in 
society. Having come to this conclusion once again, Ichigo 
exited the bathroom and put on his work clothes. Then, he 
took his bag with his work-related stuff, his laptop and 
documents, and left the house. He got into his private mini- 
car and headed for his workplace. 


“Excuse me, manager.” 


As if Ichigo’s anguish-filled morning had been precisely on 

target, that day at work, he was approached by the woman 
in question, Luna. While he was in the inventory room, she 
happened to pass by and called out to him. 


“Ah, Lu... Hoshigami-san.” 


Naturally, Luna was wearing her part-time job uniform 
today, with her long black hair tied up in a bun. Her 
appearance was fresh and cute, different from the plain 
clothes she usually wore - A sight Ichigo was already used 
to seeing. However, when confronted by her, Ichigo was 
once again overwhelmed, and his voice involuntarily rose. 
Of course, it wasn’t because he was attracted to Luna’s 
appearance or anything like that. 


Furthermore, there was no one else around at the moment. 
Inevitably, Ichigo’s guard was raised. 


—-However. 


“Where should we dispose of the used batteries we 
collected?” 


Luna asked such a work-related question. 


“Ah, yeah, about that... There’s a garbage collection point, 
near the loading cargo gate at the back of the inventory 
room. There’s a sorting box for batteries, so you can just put 
them in there.” 


“Thank you very much!” 


When Ichigo pointed in the direction of the loading dock, 
Luna thanked him cheerfully. She had the same pretty smile 
that she always showed to customers on the sales floor at 
work. After giving him a smile that seemed to be somewhat 
professional, Luna walked away from the conversation. 


... loday, too, her attitude towards Ichigo was normal. Just 
because they were in a secluded, private setting, it didn’t 
mean that she was going to show the same passionate 
Skinship that she did at that time... In fact, after that day 
when their lips locked, she had completely stopped 
approaching him. She didn’t even show any such pretense. 


As a part-time worker, she took her job seriously and kept 
an appropriate distance from Ichigo. 


(...;Appropriate’?) 


...No, this distance, is this really the ‘appropriate distance’? 
- Ichigo thought to himself. 


It felt too stranger-like, or too casual... But he still wouldn’t 
go so far as to call it cold... 


(...Am | being too conscious?) 


Rather than thinking about that - Ichigo redirected his 
thoughts to something slightly more disastrous. Perhaps, 


her mind was already no longer what he thought it was. In 
other words, the kiss the other day blew something up 
inside her. Or that there was something that had happened 
to her Ichigo didn’t know about and it changed her mind 
drastically. 


(...S0, if she really did have a change of heart, then...) 
Namely, 

-Could it be that she no longer cared about Ichigo? 

-Could it be that she had lost her love and interest in Ichigo? 
Ichigo wondered. 


The moment he thought about it... It was only a slight, but 
his heart ached. It was as if he had his heart broken... 


“.,.What am | thinking about...” 


Are you disappointed? Are you feeling regret? That Luna’s 
fondness for you is gone? Actually, who the hell are you? No 
wonder your conviction is so shaky. What were those words 
you said to Luna the other day in a high and mighty 
manner? 


Suddenly, Ichigo couldn’t help but scold himself in his heart 
for the sorrowful idea that came to mind and his lack of self- 
restraint towards it. 


Then- 
“Hmm?” 


He noticed. 


A few meters away. 


Luna, who was supposed to have walked away from him, 
turned around and looked at Ichigo. 


Was she looking at him out of care because he was 
suddenly lost in thought? 


No- 
“Ah...” 


When Ichigo noticed, Luna immediately turned her face 
away and stormed off. It was as if she was running away. 


(...Maybe it’s just my imagination?) 
For a moment, Ichigo started thinking. 


As soon as his eyes met Luna’s, she blushed, and rushed off 
to cover it up... 


That was the conclusion Ichigo came to. 
The time progressed to around noon that day. 


“Manager, the delivery lunch you ordered has arrived, so 
hurry up.” 


“Oh, | got it.” 


Wakana, the assistant manager, called out to Ichigo as he 
was working from his seat in the office. 


Employees who didn’t bring their own lunch boxes ordered 
their lunches to be delivered. 


Looking at his watch’s hour hand, he saw that it was 12:30. 
“Well, | guess it’s a good time for a short lunch break.” 
“Yes, sir.” 


After telling Wakana, Ichigo left the office. He then headed 
Straight for the break room. There, inside the break room, 
some of the store members were having a meal together. 


“Ah...” 


Impulsively, Ichigo stopped moving. Among them, there was 
Luna. She was seated at one of the tables with a lunch box 
in her hand. Needless to say, she had made her own lunch. 


Luna was surrounded by a group of part-time female college 
students and housewives who were also on break. 


“But you're really beautiful, Luna-chan.” 


Unable to enter the break room, Ichigo hid himself near the 
entrance and peeked inside. It appeared that everyone was 
having a good time chatting. 


“Your hair and skin are so well taken care of, I’m so jealous.” 


“Thank you, that makes me happy.” Smiling, Luna gave an 
embarrassed chuckle. The smile on her face was pure and 
innocent, as if she was genuinely happy and there was no 
ounce of sarcasm about it. 


“Ara, | used to be as attractive as Luna-chan, you know.” 


“Yes, yes, you say the same thing every time a new young 
girl comes in.” Sonozaki, a part-time housewife in charge of 
the interior design department and a good friend of Luna’s, 
bluntly interjected into the comment of her colleague. 


Just like that, Luna mingled with the unique atmosphere of 
the older ladies and seemed to be making small talk without 
being overwhelmed. The fact that she could interact with 
anyone, regardless of age, showed how good her 
communication skills were. 


“Um, excuse me, Hoshigami-san!” 


Just then, a well-built young man, who had been glancing at 
the group of girls from a seat some distance away, 
approached and called out to her. It was Aoyama, a male 
part-timer. 


“Il believe your shift ends at 5 p.m. today, right?” 
“Ah, yes.” 


As one would expect from a student of a physical education 
college, his voice was loud. However, his nasal breathing, 
tone of voice, and movements made him seem a little too 
vigorous... It made Luna feel a bit troubled. 


“I'll be leaving at 5:00 p.m. too, so | was wondering, if you 
don’t mind, would you like to have dinner with me after 
work?” 


“ER?” 
Apparently, he was trying to ask Luna out. 
“There’s this great ramen place, let me treat you.” 


At Aoyama’s insistence, Luna seemed to be searching for 
the right words as she chuckled a little. Regrettably, no 
matter how anyone looked at it, it was a pick-up. 


“What are you doing trying to seduce a first-year high 
school girl?” 


“Your ulterior motive is obvious.” 


A group of female college student part-timers in the room 
shouted in condemnation. 


“Sh-Shut up, | didn’t mean to do that...” 


“I mean, you're trying to mess with a fifteen year old girl, 
that’s pretty bad, right?” 


“Be careful, Luna-chan. He approaches anyone. He used the 
same trick on us when we first came here.” 


“You're too eager because you don’t usually have the 
chance to meet anyone.” 


He was subjected to relentless and concentrated fire, and 
had to take a lot of damage. 


(...Aoyama-kun, | pity you...) 


But that was how it was. Luna was treated by the people 
around her as if she were loved and adored. Seeing them 
interacting with each other, Luna casually laughed, 
“Ahahaha...” 


Then. 


“Speaking of which, is there anyone you like right now, 
Luna-chan?” 


Suddenly, Sonozaki asked her. The conversation drifted into 
the topic of love. Even Ichigo, who was hiding near the 
entrance, felt nervous. 


“Now that you mention it, Luna-chan goes to Himesuhara 
High School, so it’s an all-girls high school and she can’t 
meet anyone, right?” 


“Maybe someone from a different school?” 
“Could it be, a teacher at school?” 


Said one of the part-time female college students, and then 
the housewife part-timers started shouting in overreaction. 


“Eh, a teacher? That’s no good.” 

“You can’t have a man who puts his hands on his students.” 
“And with a child at that?” 

“Disgusting.” 


Ichigo knew that they didn’t mean it that way, but the words 
spoken by the ladies pierced Ichigo’s heart. At the same 
time, Luna was still listening to their comments with a wry 
smile on her face. 


“Ahaha... However,” But then, Luna turned her face down a 
little. She muttered to herself, her cheeks slightly tinged 
with vermilion. “I kind of yearn for it... It’s like a forbidden 
love, | guess.” 


Suddenly, seeing the expression on Luna’s face as she said 
this, the others went, “Oya oya?", and began to notice 
something. (T/N : ‘Surprised but interested’ expression.) 


“Oh, you mean, there’s someone you’re actually interested 
in?” 


When asked that, Luna fell silent for a bit, fidgeting. 

“...Yes, actually, there is.” 

So she answered. 

“There is someone a little older than me who | think is nice.” 


The part-time housewives and the part-time female college 
students were all excited by Luna’s comment, saying, “Eh?!” 
and “Kyaa!“ 


Ichigo, on the other hand, gasped, as the person she was 
talking about was probably... 


“Oh yeah, by the way, did you tell him about your feelings?” 


“Ah, that’s...” When one of the housewives asked curiously, 
Luna stuttered. “I’ve told him... But there’s a problem.” 


Luna’s eyes were downcast as she played with the tips of 
her fingers, winding the ends of her hair into a ponytail. Her 
face seemed pained and uneasy. 


“I’m just... Scared.” 
She spoke up slowly. 


“The other person is a respectable adult who has already 
entered society, so it would be rather annoying if |, a minor, 
casually approached him.” 


“Eh? Could it be that the person you’re interested in is 
already married?” 


“Oh, no, he’s not married... But there’s the matter of social 
view and common sense.” 


The people around her seemed to agree with her words, 
saying, “Well, Suppose so.” 


“| like him, but of course | have to keep an appropriate 
distance... | Know that, but then | don’t know how to treat 
him or how close | can get to him... That’s the problem.” 


The people around her seemed to fully sympathize with 
Luna’s troubles. They all nodded deeply, saying, “I see.” 


“I think that’s fine, because you like him, don’t you? You 
can’t help it.” Sonozaki said matter-of-factly, folding her 
arms. “If | were Luna-chan, I’d push harder without worrying 
about what others might think.” 


“No, it’s not that simple.” Another other housewife parted. 


“But it’s surprising, isn’t it? That Luna-chan had such a 
problem. | guess it’s unexpected, or rather, there’s this 


gap.” 


“It’s kind of exciting to see an innocent young girl struggling 
with forbidden love.” 


“Immoral~” 


The part-time female college students were also excited 
about it. 


On the other hand, 
“Are? Aoyama?” 


“Not good, he’s not breathing.” 


Aoyama, shocked by the revelation of Luna’s love interest, 
stood there in a daze. 


“What is this guy doing burning himself out?” 


“You never had a chance to win to begin with, so don’t worry 
about it.” 


The part-time female students said in consolation. 
(...Aoyama-kun, | pity you...) 
With a wry smile, Ichigo leaned his back against the wall. 


A love story narrated by Luna. The content of the story 
sounded different to Ichigo. 


(... That’s what she really meant.) 


Finally, Ichigo figured it out. He understood. In her own way, 
she was trying to keep an appropriate distance from Ichigo. 
She wanted to follow the words that Ichigo had told her 
before, ‘Let’s have a proper and healthy relationship.’ 


Although she was harboring an undying love in her heart, 
she was still thinking about Ichigo and trying to fulfill her 
promise to him. On top of that, she was also hoping for the 
fulfillment of her love. That’s why, even though she knew, 
She still struggled to figure out how close she should get to 
Ichigo and how to shorten the distance between them. 


That was why she was so distant. That was the reason why 
she had been acting so unnatural. 


“Ah, it’s almost the end of the break, so if you’ll excuse me.” 


Hearing Luna’s voice, Ichigo hurriedly hid behind a nearby 
pillar. Watching her head off to the sales floor, he went into 
the break room at the same time. 


“Manager, thank you for your hard work.” 
“Thank you for your hard work.” 


While greeting the people with whom Luna had conversed 
earlier, Ichigo ate Junch which had been prepared for him. 


(...She’s thinking about it properly.) 


Ichigo thought she wouldn’t care about others, or that she 
had no regard for common sense. That she wanted the 
ardent feelings that were burning inside of her to reach 
Ichigo. 


Understanding that it would only be a selfish outburst, her 
being her, she was seriously thinking about it. 


(...1 need to reflect on this.) 


Ichigo self-reflected. At the same time, he understood that 
this was not enough, and started thinking calmly. Certainly 
the relationship now was Safer than it had been in the past. 


Luna suppressed her own true feelings, waiting for the right 
moment to come up with the next right action. But there 
was no end in sight. To continue this situation indefinitely 
would be alarming in its own right. 


If Ichigo were to push her too strongly, her feelings might be 
hurt. Yes, just like the day she went missing... 


And if she were to break... 


-Time passed, and it was five o’clock in the evening. It was 
time for Luna to leave work. 


“Oh, Hoshigami-san.” 


Luna came out of the changing room at the back of the 
break room, having changed her clothes. Today was a day 
off from school and she was working all day, so she was in 
her casual clothes. 


When Ichigo, who had been waiting for her, called out to 
her, Luna bounced as if startled and turned around. Her long 
black hair arched softly in midair, and the scent of clean 
Shampoo wafted across the room. At the same time, the 
fresh smell of antiperspirant could also be smelled. 


“Ah... U-Um...” She must have been confused by Ichigo’s 
sudden attempt to talk to her. Luna muddled her words for a 
few seconds and then- 


“Wh-What is it, manager?” She gave a smile she would give 
to a stranger, and faced Ichigo. 


“Um, well...” 


Ichigo was also stagnant. He wanted to have a talk. Now 
that he knew what she was up to, he had to say something. 
But he couldn’t get the words out. He didn’t know what to 
say, he didn’t know how to start the conversation. 


“....- hank you for your hard work today, see you next time.” 
In the end, a cleaning staff member happened to pass by 
the spot and simply issued a social greeting in his haste. 


“Ah, yes, thank you for your hard work.” Luna also bowed 
her head and turned her back to Ichigo. She left and walked 
out of the break room. 


... However. 
Just as she was approaching the doorway to the break room, 


“Um...” Luna turned around as if she had made up her mind. 
Her eyes seemed as if they were trying to appeal or cling to 
something. 


Ichigo understood that she wanted to say something and 
raise her voice. 


...But the voice soon turned faint. 
“Who do | give my request for my next shift to?” 
Those were the words that were spun out. 


“Ah, yeah, just give it to Oshikata-san, the floor manager, or 
if Oshikata-san isn’t available, to Kazunato-san, the 
assistant manager. Or you could just give it to a member of 
the administrative line and it’ll be fine.” 


“| understand, thank you very much, and thank you for your 
hard work.” 


After saying that, Luna left. 
...In the end, Ichigo couldn’t say a word. 


In the silence that remained, he could see his own reflection 
in the grooming mirror as he stood there. It felt like his own 
pettiness was being brought into sharp relief. 


“It can’t be helped.” 


It was now five o’clock in the evening. Ichigo was scheduled 
to leave the store around eight o’clock. He would call her 
when he finished his work. As he came to this conclusion, 
Ichigo scratched his hair. 


-Then, he remembered what had happened the other day. 
The day he rejected Luna and pushed her away. The day 
when, in her state of shock, she left his house and lost touch 
with Ichigo the very next day. 


“This iS not it.” 
This couldn’t be left as it was. 


When you need to speak, or when you want to speak, you 
must speak immediately. 


He had to tell her now. 


There was no guarantee that the ‘next time’ that he 
conveniently envisioned would come. 


-In the end, his promise to Sakura at the beach, ‘Let’s come 
together again next summer.’ was never fulfilled. 


Painfully, he had already experienced it. 


Ichigo started to run. Leaving the break room and straight to 
the inventory room. He dutifully made his way to the 
entrance and exit for employees. 


“Luna-san!” 
“Eh? Ah...” 


Luna turned around, startled, when he vigorously called out 
to her. Both of her eyes were wide open as she looked at 
Ichigo who was gasping for air. 


“Ah, um...” Ichigo made up his mind as he put his hand on 
his chest and regulated his breathing. “Luna-san.” 


He called out to her for the second time. It had been a long 
time since he had called her by her first name. He could see 
that Luna gasped. 


“Luna-san, I’m sorry... | was listening to your talk during 
lunch break today.” 


“ERs” 

“You don’t know the proper distance between us, right?” 
At Ichigo’s words, Luna looked away as if she was upset. 
“That is...” 

“I’m worried about you.” 


He didn’t know how to Say it. He didn’t know how to start. 
So, first, he decided to express his honest feelings. There 
was no other reason as she was exactly the same as the 
other day. 


“I’m afraid your heart is being driven into a corner again.” 


Suddenly, Luna grabbed the hem of her own clothes. Maybe 
she was in pain because he told her what he really thought. 


“If it’s just the two of us, it’s okay.” Seeing Luna’s distressed 
appearance, Ichigo said so. 


Hearing those words, Luna quickly raised her head. 


“Not in a place where you never know if someone could find 
us, but if it’s just the two of us in an enclosed space, you 
can be as you were before... You can reveal your honest 
feelings and rely on me.” 


“Ichi.” 


-She sounded as if her curse had been lifted off her. Using 
that nickname, she called out to Ichigo. 


For a short while, they faced each other in silence. They 
then averted their gazes, both searching for their next move 
in this sudden turn of events. It felt frustrating. 


(...l’ve said what | needed to Say.) 


And Ichigo had also made the suggestion, so he left it up to 
her to decide. With this, he had chosen his next move and 
decided to give the next word to Luna. 


“Today, after you finish your work...” 


Eventually, Luna opened her mouth. She spoke softly, still a 
bit stranger than usual. But then, she removed her fake 
mask and asked Ichigo in a voice filled with her heartfelt 
desire. 


“Could you come to my house?” 


-It was time to close the store, and all the other employees 
had gone home. With all the reports and work done, Ichigo 
finished his work and clocked out for the day. 


After finishing his preparations for going home, he left the 
store, leaving the security guard to lock the door behind 


him. 


Ichigo got into his car in the rooftop parking lot and drove 
straight to Luna’s house. 


“.,.Phew.” He took a deep breath as he gripped the steering 
wheel. 


He himself knew he was a little nervous. However, he 
couldn’t let his nervousness get the better of him and cause 
an accident. 


It took him a few minutes to drive the car while keeping his 
mind focused and driving safely. 


Ichigo’s car arrived in an area with relatively few 
pedestrians, close to the train station, bus station, and other 
transportation networks. There, he found a nice looking 
luxury apartment building. It was the apartment building 
where Luna lived, which he hadn’t been to in a long time. 


He parked his car in a nearby coin-operated parking lot, 
walked through the entrance, identified the room number, 
and pressed the doorbell. 


After receiving permission from the apartment room owner, 
the automatic door opened. He walked up the stairs to the 
second floor. 


“Ah...” 


The room at the top of the stairs. She already had the door 
half open and was greeting him. 


“Welcome back, Ichi.” 


It was Luna. She was dressed differently than when she 
came to the store. She seemed to have changed into a 
different casual outfit. It was the same one she wore when 
she had ambushed him at the mall and it developed into an 
impromptu date. 


(She’s not in her loungewear. Isn’t she dressed completely 
for going out?) 


It seemed to Ichigo that she was deliberately dressing up. 
Above all, her face. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, and 
her mouth was partially opened. The expression on her face 
was one that could not hide her happiness. 


It was charming, it made him smile and soothed him as if his 
tiredness of the day had never existed. 


“Thank you for your hard work today.” 
“Ah, yeah.” 
“Now, come in, come in.” 


As she said this, Luna took Ichigo’s hand and pulled him 
along. It was as if she was a pet that jumped on her master 
when he came home. Or was it a child waiting for his father 
to return? Or... Like a maiden who was eagerly waiting for 
the arrival of her lover. 


(...No, that’s just too much.) 


In many ways, Ichigo was embarrassed by the fact that he 
had thought of an expression that was far too 
straightforward. At any rate, he was taken up into the room. 


The living room and system kitchen were adjacent to each 
other and the room was slightly too spacious for a high 


school girl to live alone. This was another sight he hadn’t 
seen in a long time. Looking at the corner of the room, 
Ichigo could see the vintage-designed color box that he had 
handmade and gifted to her. 


“Eh?” Then, after looking around, Ichigo’s eyes caught sight 
of the large amount of food prepared on the table. It was a 
feast. “What’s happening? Why is there so much food?” 


“You must be hungry, right? Let’s eat, let’s eat.” Luna said, 
clasping her hands in front of her chest. It was a very 
cheerful thing to do. 


“| couldn’t treat you to my homemade food last time after 
all, so please feel free to eat it today.” 


Ichigo took another quick look at the food on the table. 
Lined up were a variety of dishes that she must have 
worked very hard to prepare. There were plenty of items to 
choose from, and the quality of the ingredients used 
seemed to be good. It was hard for Ichigo to imagine that a 
high school girl living alone would have these ingredients on 
hand. She must have rushed to the store as soon as it was 
decided that he was coming. Honestly, he was happy that 
she had put so much energy into preparing it for him. But- 


“Are you Okay?” It was also true that he felt such worry. “You 
know, financially.” 


“It’s fine.” Luna, on the other hand, smiled brightly as if she 
didn’t care at all. “It’s almost payday soon. I'll manage, 1’ll 
manage.” 


... Her use of her money was wrong. 


Somehow, she was more high-spirited than usual. She 
seemed to be sincerely enjoying herself. 


He wondered again if she really was that happy to have him 
in her house again, and thought how lovely she was. But 
first, 


“Luna-san, are you Sure you’re Okay?” 


It might be an exaggeration, but there was Ichigo who was 
calmly concerned about her rampant state. Until today, he 
had been interacting with her only for a short time but it 
had been very intense. He had a certain understanding of 
Luna’s nature, personality, and character. 


“It-It’s fine...” 


At Ichigo’s genuine concern, Luna averted her eyes. He 
could see that her tone had become slightly clipped. 


“Do you get some kind of allowance to live on from your 
guardian family?” 


At any rate, she was a high school girl living alone. The 
living expenses and the rent for this apartment must, of 
course, be paid by her current guardian. 


“Um... That is...” 


Luna stammered and fumbled with her mouth. But 
eventually, under the serious gaze of Ichigo, she must have 
given up. She was ready to be honest. 


“| told my grandparents that I’ve started working part-time, 
so they can cut back on the money they send me...” 


She must have been forcing herself. Pretending to be an 
honor student, as she had mentioned before. No, it would be 
harsh to call it pretending. Luna was Luna, and she was 
trying to manage to live on her own despite being alone in 
the world. 


Especially after the death of her father, she was raised by a 
single mother, who had passed away in an accident. For 
Sakura’s sake, she was trying to live her life in a way that 
wouldn’t disappoint the people around her. 


Ichigo let out a sigh. Of course, it wasn’t out of dismay. He 
felt like her overly earnest personality had been poisoned in 
some way. 


“There’s still a few days until payday, right?” While saying 
this, Ichigo took out his wallet from his pocket. He then 
pulled out two 10,000 yen bills and offered them to Luna out 
of pure generosity. “This is for today’s food. Any left over 
can be used for your living expenses.” 


“Eh, I-l’m sorry! | didn’t mean to...” 
Luna panicked, but Ichigo smiled back. 


“It’s okay. In the first place, | already told you before, didn’t 
|?” 


On the night when he first met Luna, Ichigo said to her who 
still had a trace of Sakura, ‘/f you ever have any problems, 
you can count on me for anything. | will help you.’ 


...Well, as a result of that statement, she pressed to become 
Ichigo’s lover, and that was the beginning of the troubling 
and tumultuous days leading up to today. Anyway, he would 
help her. That was the first promise he made. So there was 
nothing wrong with it. 


...No, if he really thought about it, the sight of a working 
man handing cash to a high school girl, in and of itself, 
might be pretty bad. No, there was no need to feel self- 
conscious, since there was nothing to feel guilty about. 
However, he could not help but feel a buzz in his moral 
compass. 


“Um, but...” 


Still, the serious Luna hesitated to accept the money Ichigo 
offered her. 


However, after a number of back-and-forths. 


“...Yeah, | get it. Thanks, Ichi.” Perhaps having made up her 
mind, she accepted Ichigo’s charity. “Thank you, | will take 
this.” 


“Yeah : ” 


“But... l’ll only use it when | really have no choice. Until 
then, I'll save it.” 


“No, | would prefer you use it before things get out of hand. 
Or if there’s something you want, feel free to use it.” 


She didn’t have to take it too seriously. That was Ichigo’s 
honest thought. 


“Then, I'll save it until | can foresee that it’s going to bea 
problem, or until | have a real, sincere need for it.” 


With a serious expression, Luna clenched her fists together. 
Ichigo chuckled. It couldn’t be helped. He knew she had this 
kind of personality. 


It wasn’t that she was inflexible, it was that she wanted to 
return the kindness of others with a sincerity that she could 
accept. Because at her core, she was earnest, kind, and 
nice. 


“Yeah, | get it. But don’t push yourself too hard.” 


Luna smiled back at Ichigo who said so. Now, after such an 
exchange. 


“Quickly, quickly, before it gets cold.” 
“Yeah, itadakimasu.” 


Ichigo and Luna sat across the table from each other, 
chatting and laughing as they savored the delicious food. 


“Delicious, Ichi?” 


Luna’s cooking skills were quite good, though he had 
expected this since he had received a lunch box before. The 
taste and appearance of the food was comparable to that of 
food from restaurants and specialty stores. 
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When he told her that, Luna smiled with a mixture of 
embarrassment and joy, saying, “You’re giving me too much 
credit.” 


The chats were mainly about work, about their workplace. 
Well, it was a natural topic. A casual conversation on a 
natural topic that, in actuality, could have been a normal 
exchange between them up until today. It had been a long 
time since Ichigo and Luna had had such a conversation. 


As for the intense approach from Aoyama, the part-time 
male worker, she seemed to be somewhat confused. 
However, she didn’t seem to mind that much since all the 
female college student part-timers and housewives around 
her were protecting her. 


“Then, Oshita-san, the part-time female college student 
working in the DIY line, said she couldn’t communicate well 
with Ukita-san, who is in charge of tools.” 


“Heh~ Is that so?” 


In addition, Ichigo learned about the relationships between 
the employees, their strengths and weaknesses at work, 
and their family situations. He honestly appreciated this 
information. After all, if you counted all the employees, from 
the regular employees to the cleaners, from top to bottom, 
there were nearly 400 people working in this store. It was 
inevitable that there would be problems with people not 
being suited to each other. 


“Does he seem difficult or hard to talk to? Some people 
think he looks scary.” 


“Ukita-san is a former carpenter. He’s a craftsman, and he’s 
not very good with women. However, he doesn’t mind 
helping you if you don’t Know something, so you can just 
talk to him normally.” 


Some people would report it honestly and ask for 
assistance, but others, who are timid, serious, or don’t want 
to stand out, would suppress it. 


It was very helpful for Ichigo to be able to visualize these 
issues. There was also information that he should have 
known as a superior, such as information about children’s 
education if he was an employee with a family, or about 
entrance exams and employment if he was a student. 


(...1 Should alSo share this information with Wakana-san.) 


The two of them spent a pleasant and meaningful time like 
that. Ichigo looked at Luna’s face. It wasn’t a pasted on 
stranger look, nor was it a dark and troubled one. He was 
glad to see her smile again, truly from the bottom of his 
heart. 


“But really, | had a heart attack the day you suddenly 
showed up for part-time work.” 


“Heh~ You were surprised?” 


He wondered how much time had passed. The conversation 
between Ichigo and Luna continued for a while, and before 
he knew it, that topic had come up. 


“Yeah, you surprised me. What’s more, that sudden kiss-“ 


Ichigo stopped what he was about to say when he saw 
Luna’s face. He was talking about the kiss that day. At that 
moment, Luna’s eyes widened and she blushed all at once. 


Instantly flushed, she lowered her gaze and turned over in 
silence. 


“Um... Luna-san?” 


... Apparently, Luna was also embarrassed about that kiss. 
Both Ichigo and Luna were at a loss for words. Eventually, 
Ichigo opened his mouth. 


“Were you also embarrassed?” 


“Ye-Yeah, of course, even though | was the one who initiated 
rh as 


She couldn’t seem to make eye contact with Ichigo. Luna 
turned her head away, and with a faltering effort, soun out 
her voice, “I did that because in my own bold way... | 
wanted to show how serious | was.” 


As he suspected, Luna was in some kind of out of control 
state at that time. 


One way to describe it would be that the feelings that she 
had been suppressing overflowed, and she had a 
spontaneous urge to do something about it. 


“But when | thought about it calmly after | did it... In the first 
place, Ichi is an adult, so kissing shouldn’t be that big of a 
deal, but on the contrary... | was too childish... When | 
thought about it, | became embarrassed... | Know it’s a little 
late for that, but I’m sorry.” 


She was so embarrassed by that act that when she thought 
about treating Ichigo normally, her mind went blank. This 


was one of the reasons why she had been unnatural and 
behaved strangely towards Ichigo until now. 


“I see...” 


Although Ichigo put on a normal face when he heard this, he 
was quite nervous on the inside. She seemed to think that 
kissing was no big deal for Ichigo. But the truth was that 
Ichigo, too, had been so shocked by the kiss that he could 
not forget it. 


(Moreover, | can’t believe that | sometimes still dream about 
it and jump up out of sleep...) 


He was too embarrassed to say such a thing. After all, as 
much as Luna liked him, he was just as attracted to her as 
she was to him, if not more. 


He was able to realize this once again, strongly and deeply. 


Chapter 2: Second 
Collaboration 


“Eh, injured?” 


It was one of those days. Ichigo was working in his office 
when one of the store members, who was supposed to be 
off today, came to visit him. 


“Yes... I’m sorry, it was my fault...” 


She was a woman in her early twenties with wavy black hair 
cut to shoulder length. She was one of the part-time workers 
at the store, and her name was Sagisaka. 


Sagisaka was a DIY enthusiast who enjoyed making crafts in 
her private life, and even operated a channel on a video 
posting site where she filmed the manufacturing process of 
handmade processed goods and uploaded them up. 


As the person in charge of the craft room and craft supplies 
at this store, she was in the position to serve customers with 
their craft supplies and undertake the regularly held craft 
and lecture classes. 


She came to him wearing a bandage and a cast on her right 
arm with a very depressed look on her face. 


“She was renovating her garage when she fell from a 
stepladder and broke her arm.” Wakana, the assistant 


manager, stood next to Sagisaka and explained the 
situation. 


“I see. Are there any other injuries or anything else that 
might have troubled you?” 


“Ah, the doctor said that the fracture is not that serious and 
that if everything goes well, it will be completely healed in 
about three months.” 


“I see. I’m relieved to hear that.” Ichigo smiled at Sagisaka 
and said in a gentle tone as if to relieve the tension. 


At least, it seemed that there would be no lasting effects. 
The injury itself was important, but the fact that it would 
heal perfectly was a blessing in disguise. However... 


“But it’s certainly tough if Sagisaka-san is be unable to 
come to work at this time of year.” 


“Yes... I’m ashamed of myself.” 


Among the members of the store who were in charge of 
serving and dealing with customers related to artworks, she 
was one of the most reliable employees, both in terms of 
knowledge and experience. 


The calendar was in late June. In about a month from now, 
the world would enter the so-called summer vacation 
period. In addition to the simple fact that the number of 
visitors would increase during the long vacation period, 
many people would take the opportunity to repair their 
furniture, renovate their houses, or try their hand at 
landscaping such as gardening which they had always been 
interested in. Inevitably, there would be more customers to 
serve. He honestly felt that her absence from the front line 
at this stage was quite the blow to the store. 


“I can at least answer questions, but | can’t carry anything, 
so | can’t do any stocking or processing work... Auu~” (T/N: 
Depressed voice.) 


“No, no, it was an accident. It can’t be helped. Please don’t 
be depressed.” As Sagisaka hung her head in dejection, and 
dark clouds seemed to be lingering above her head, Ichigo 

comforted her. 


“I'll deal with it somehow with the people | have. Sagisaka- 
san, please don’t worry about it and try to focus on 
recovering from your injuries.” 


“Yes...” 


Sagisaka apologetically bowed her head and left the office. 
After seeing her off, Wakana looked back at Ichigo. 


“What should we do? Manager.” 


“Hmm, what to do indeed...” (T/N: | can’t think of anything 
better for this line, so bear with it... :p) 


With a hand on his chin and a serious look on his face, 
Ichigo pondered. 


When an employee who performs a job that requires 
specialized skills and knowledge leaves the front line, it 
would be most reliable to send a full-time employee ora 
part-time employee who has been working for some time as 
the follow-up. However, this would also mean transferring 
personnel from other lines, which would result in an 
unbalanced workforce. 


If possible, he would like to follow this up with the minimum 
number of personnel transfers. 


“Manager.” Then, Kazuka took out a sheet of paper. “Here is 
a list of part-time workers who have flexible working hours 
and have been confirmed to be able to work during long 
vacations.” 


The names of the part-time members working at the store, 
their current main tasks and abilities, and their main work 
hours. The documents that Wakana presented to him were 
lined up with all of this information. 


“Amazing, you work very fast, Wakana-san.” 


When Ichigo looked at the document handed to him, Kazuka 
bowed reverently and said, “Thank you very much.” 


“Now...” Ichigo said as he looked at the list. He wondered if 
there were any suitable candidates. He checked the 
members on the list from top to bottom. “Ah...” 


Then, Ichigo’s gaze stopped when he saw a name. 


“Manager, is there a problem with... Ah.” From the side, 
Wakana peeked at the list. Then she must have noticed 
whose name Ichigo’s eyes were gazing at. “Maybe she’s the 
right person for the job.” 


Ichigo nodded to Wakana as she said this. The name they 
were looking at was- 


Luna Hoshigami. 


e Works on weekends, holidays and weekday evenings. 

e Mainly stationed at the cash register and service 
counter. 

e Has excellent customer service skills. 


[TN: Not so important note, Sagisaka talks with “desu~” and 
“hai~i”]. 


Today was Saturday, which meant that the world was on 
holiday. Therefore, the store was bustling with many visitors. 
In the inventory room, slightly away from the crowd, 


“Eh? Me?” 


Ichigo and Wakana nodded their heads in front of Luna, who 
had voiced her surprise. The reason they had called Luna 
was simple. It was to discuss the matter of the person in 
charge of craft supplies. 


“Yeah, | apologize for the abruptness, but | want you to think 
about this for a bit.” Ichigo explained the situation to Luna. 
“Sagisaka-san, a member of the DIY line who is in charge of 
craft supplies and instructs craft and lecture classes, has 
been injured in her personal life. She won’t be able to return 
to work for a while. In the meantime, I’d like Hoshigami-san 
to take over as the workshop instructor.” 


Luna had a dumbfounded look on her face. As expected, she 
was probably a bit taken aback by the suddenness of the 
situation. 


(...Well, it’s only natural from her point of view.) 


However, Ichigo thought. Certainly, she had the right 
qualifications for this particular position. Luna had always 
had an interest in crafts and DIY. 


...Well, it all started when Ichigo destroyed a piece of 
furniture in her house and they worked together to make a 


replacement for it in the store’s workshop. But the most 
important factor in this job was the willingness to work. 


“Hoshigami-san, you’ve said you've been interested in 
creating things for a while, so | thought this would be a good 
opportunity for you to do it.” 


Ichigo explained carefully, and Wakana nodded beside him 
to supplement. He conveyed his intentions to Luna through 
the method of simple face-to-face conversation. 


“Ah, of course, other members of the DIY line will fill in for 
more important tasks like ordering products, handling 
complaints, and processing instructions from headquarters. 
I'd like you to serve customers on the sales floor as much as 
possible, and also be the instructor for the craft and lecture 
classes.” 


“Instructor...?” 


“I’m sure you’re the right person for the job, you’re good 
with people and have a good memory. Of course, you'll be 
helped with that, too.” 


What do you think? - Ichigo asked once again. 


Usually, this kind of sudden request for reassignment is 
quite difficult to handle unless you’re a full-time employee 
who is regularly transferred or assigned to a different 
location. Even if they are employed, they are still human 
beings. It is only natural to feel fear and confusion when 
taking on something unfamiliar and unknown. In many 
cases, the decision is not made immediately, but after 
giving it some thought. 


Of course, that’s fine. Both Ichigo and Wakana knew this, 
and that was why they encouraged Luna to talk to them. 


However- 
“I-| understand! Please let me do it!” 
Luna had agreed to this proposal with her few words. 


Spontaneously, Ichigo and Wakana, who had proposed the 
idea, were confused. 


Luna’s eyes were sparkling with excitement. Her eyes 
showed no hesitation whatsoever. In fact, she appeared to 
be quite enthusiastic about the idea. She even seemed to 
be somewhat happy. 


“Th-That’s good to hear. | was just hoping you’d give it some 
positive consideration, but it’s reassuring to know that you 
decided on the spot.” 


“Yes! Ah, but...” But then, there was a complete change, 
and anxiety peeked into Luna’s expression. “As expected, 
jumping in alone suddenly is...” 


“Yeah, | get it.” In response to Luna’s muttering, Ichigo 
smiled and replied. Of course, it would be too irresponsible 
to ask her to do it alone from the start. “At first, I’m going to 
have other regular employees work with you to provide 
Support. Then once you get used to it and reach a level 
where you can handle it on your own, I'll leave you to it, 
Hoshigami-san.” 


“Is that so? That’s a relief to hear.” Luna’s face teared up as 
if relieved. And then, “Ah, that’s right!” As if she had 
thought of something, Luna looked up at Ichigo. Her 
innocent eyes were pointed straight at him. 


(No way...) 


In his gut, Ichigo could predict what she had come up with. 


“Being the instructor for a craft and lecture class... Is it 
possible to have the manager accompany me?” 


“Eh?” It was no wonder that Wakana had let out a voice like 
this. It was because Luna’s suggestion was something she 
hadn’t expected. 


“We made furniture together when we used the craft room 
before, and with the manager by my side, it would be the 
most reliable support.” 


” 


“I’m sure it’s going to work out fine,” and, “Mhmm, mhmm, 
said Luna in a high-spirited atmosphere. 


She was in a good mood. Her words and the light in her 
eyes were pure. There was no hint of a devilish part of her 
that was trying to get close to Ichigo. She must have truly 
trusted Ichigo and said so sincerely. But- 


“Um, Hoshigami-san. The manager is also very busy, so 
that’s not really a good idea.” Naturally, Wakana followed 


up. 


Yes, the previous case was a special exception, so to speak. 
He was able to do it because he was serving Luna, who 
came as a customer. 


Luna huffed. She must have understood Wakana’s 
extremely reasonable reply. 


If you think about it, it’s impossible to drag the manager of 
the store out into the field as a single instructor. 


“O-Of course. I’m sorry. I’m so naive.” Luna blushed and 
fidgeted. However, in spite of this, she still glanced up at 


She must have meant it when she said that it would be 
reassuring to have Ichigo with her. And even though she had 
shown so much motivation, the fact was that she was still 
anxious. 


It can’t be helped - Ichigo thought. It was his side that had 
made the sudden suggestion. 


“No, | don’t mind.” 


At Ichigo’s comment, Wakana and Luna looked at him at the 
same time. 


“Craft and lecture classes last about two hours depending 
on the topic, so it’s not too much of a commitment.” 


“BUCS.” 


“Also, since we are asking for her help in the first place due 
to our urgent circumstances, | think we should accept her 
wishes to a certain extent.” 


Ichigo bowed his head to Wakana. 


“I know | may be bothering Wakana-san with this follow-up, 
but can | ask you for this?” 


“No, no, not at all! I’m perfectly fine as long as Manager is 
fine with it.” Wakana hurriedly agreed. 


Thankfully, she was also very cooperative. 


Ichigo then turned his relaxed expression to the two of 
them, and as if it were the final touch, “Besides, it’s been a 


while since I’ve worked out in the field, so | want to do it too. 
If there’s this unforeseen circumstance, | can skip 
submitting the troublesome paperwork by postponing it, so | 
can kill two birds with one stone.” 


When he said this to ease the situation, Wakana and Luna 
laughed out loud. 


Thus, was the beginning period of Luna’s role as an 
instructor for the craft and lecture class. With Ichigo 
accompanying her, together they acted as instructors. 


“Ehehe, Yatta, Yatta! Ichi and | are working together!” 
-That night. 


After work, Ichigo went to Luna’s apartment. Just like the 
other day, Luna was in high spirits today and greeted Ichigo 
in a good mood. By the way, this time she was dressed in 
her casual loungewear. 


Luna left the store in the evening, so she was home earlier 
than Ichigo. She had probably changed her clothes before 
Ichigo arrived. 


(But...) 


She was wearing a fluffy, thin garment made of cotton 
fabric. Through the gap, her soft, unblemished skin peeked 
out. 


...10 be honest, she appeared to be too defenseless, so it 
was difficult to keep his eye on her. 


“Ah, I'll carry your bags.” 


Just then, Luna noticed the bag that Ichigo had brought with 
him. Not his usual work bag, but a slightly larger Boston 
bag. 


“Oh, it’s okay. It’s pretty heavy...” 


Ichigo’s dialogue stopped there. Luna tried to lift the Boston 
bag that was placed on the doorstep. She reached 
downward - Naturally, the posture emphasized her lower 
body as she thrust her hips out. Furthermore, she was only 
wearing shorts. From underneath her raised buttocks, her 
bare legs stretched out in a slender line, something he 
wouldn’t normally see. Her soft thighs and thin ankles were 
all sparingly exposed. 


...He felt as if he had seen something he shouldn’t have. 
Ichigo felt his heart pounding. 


“What’s wrong, Ichi?” 


“Nothing...” In a panic, Ichigo shifted his gaze as if to cover 
it up. 


At any rate, he went with her to the living room. 
“You prepared dinner again?” 


Today, too, dinner was lined up on the table. It was not as 
grand as the other night, but it was still a variety of dishes 
made by Luna that would rival any restaurant. The 
appetizing aroma stimulated his body, which was full of 
hunger after work. 


“I told you not to bother with it.” 


“I’m not bothered.” 


With a quick swoosh, Luna sat down on her side of the table. 
“Thank you in advance.” 


“No, no, I’m the one who should be thanking you. Even 
though it was an abrupt reassignment, you agreed to it 
without a single complaint.” 


“But you're taking the time to tell me about that job directly. 
| think that’s kind of you, Ichi.” 


When Ichigo paused at that comment, Luna smiled at him. 
“It’s right to thank you after all, isn’t it?” 


She really knows her words... On top of that, everything she 
says and does is out of the goodness of her heart, so it is 
out of bounds - Sighed Ichigo, who had been talked out of it. 


Yes, the reason why Ichigo came to Luna’s house today was 
to explain and teach her about her job as an instructor for 
the craft and lecture class she was going to be in charge of. 


Tomorrow’s craft class and lecture class had already been 
announced, and reservations had already been made. 


Sagisaka’s accident was an urgent matter, but it would be 
disrespectful to the customers who had been looking 
forward to it by canceling the event. So, Ichigo and Luna 
would have to deal with the situation as soon as tomorrow. 


“Now, let’s see...” 


After finishing the meal prepared by Luna, he washed away 
the slight drowsiness caused by a full stomach with a cup of 
coffee after dinner. Meanwhile, Luna had finished cleaning 
up the dishes and was ready to start. 


Ichigo opened the Boston bag that Luna had carried for him. 
From inside, he took out the work manual that he had 
printed out at work and the construction kits that were 
currently being sold in the store. 


“At any rate, let’s learn the basics for tomorrow’s craft class, 
which is already booked.” 


Even though she was interested in crafts and DIY, Luna was 
still an amateur. It would be impossible to suddenly acquire 
full-fledged knowledge. So this time, they would have to 
start with a simple program for kids’ crafts. 


“Yes, I'll do my best.” 


Luna made a gut-punch as if to get into the spirit, and then 
looked over the work manual she had received from Ichigo. 


Hard-working and enthusiastic about learning. Surely, this 
girl wouldn’t have anything to worry about... 


Looking at the sight of Luna in front of him, Ichigo affirmed 
once again that he and Wakana had made the right decision 
and smiled quietly. 


“Okay, now that you’ve read through it, let’s learn by 
actually doing it. First-“ 


—Then, the next day. 
13:00 in the afternoon. 
“Thank you for waiting, and thank you for coming today.” 


Inside the workshop at the store, today, a craft and lecture 
class would be held. Ichigo and Luna both bowed their 


heads in front of the customers who had arrived. 


Just as in the past when Ichigo attended to Luna when she 
came to the store, Wakana was on the intercom to inform all 
members of the situation, and the follow-up system in the 
store was already in place. Ichigo, along with Luna, could 
now concentrate on teaching. 


Now. 


The customers who had made reservations for today were 
mainly divided into two groups: children and women. 


From the children’s group who were taking part in the craft 
class, there appeared to be a pair of brothers. Their mother 
was out shopping, so Ichigo and Luna would have to keep 
them company in the meantime. In other words, it was a 
substitute for a daycare center. 


The women, on the other hand, were regular customers who 
were interested in DIY as a hobby and had made 
reservations for the lecture class. 


“l heard about it, Manager.” 
“Sagisaka-san got injured, right?” 


The ladies had already exchanged contact information and 
messaging addresses with Sagisaka, the person in charge of 
the workshop, so they had already heard about the situation 
from her. 


“It’s tough, isn’t it?” 


“Yes, but it’s Sagisaka-san who’s more unfortunate.” 


To Ichigo who said so briskly, the female customers bowed 
their heads, “Thank you for not canceling the lecture class 
as well.” 


“No, no, me too, I’M not much of a lecturer, but | look 
forward to working with you.” Politely, Ichigo also bowed to 
the ladies. 


“Instead of Sagisaka-san, will the manager be the instructor 
for a while from now on?” 


“No, it’s just a temporary fix for today, but we are working 
out what to do next. Oh, and about that...” 


Just as the conversation turned to Sagisaka’s substitute, 
Ichigo introduced Luna to the girls. Ichigo gave her a look 
and Luna bowed to the female guests. 


“Twas thinking of having her be the follow-up until Sagisaka- 
san returns.” 


The female guests were surprised and speechless when 
they heard that. Well, it wasn’t unreasonable. The girl, as 
could be seen, was not even of age yet. However, in the 
midst of such an atmosphere, Luna unhesitatingly opened 
her mouth with a big smile on her face. 


“Nice to meet you, my name is Luna Hoshigami. I’m a 
freshman at Himesuhara Girls’ High School. | look forward to 
working with you.” 


-The atmosphere of worry was only for a short moment. 


The female customers seemed to sense something in Luna’s 
sprightly and majestic voice and appearance. Perhaps it 
could be called her human power. It was like a sense of trust 
that said, ‘If it’s this girl, | can trust her.’ 


“I didn’t expect her to be in high school,” “She’s so young,” 
and ” Cute,” said the ladies in front of Luna. 


Yes, it is not only knowledge and experience that is 
important. As long as you are willing to work, these things 
will come naturally to you. What’s important is the sense of 
security that makes you feel like you can spend that time 
with them. 


Luna, who was only fifteen years old, was well equipped 
with such qualities. 


“Well then, let’s get started.” 


At any rate, this was how the first class led by Luna and 
Ichigo began. 


This time, Luna would be in charge of the craft class. 


The boy siblings were the ones who were going to do the 
kids’ crafts that she and Ichigo had learned last night. The 
main idea was that they would choose from the craft kits 
sold at the store, piggy banks, puzzles, slime and plastic key 
chains, and create something they liked together. 


“So, any of these you like?” 

“A wooden model of a ship.” 

“Me too.” 

“Okay, understood. I'll prepare it in a minute.” 


Luna was showing the kids the program’s list, and her voice 
was soft and smooth. 


On the other hand, Ichigo was in charge of the lecture class. 


In the lecture class, everyone won’t be making something at 
the same time. The customers have an image of what they 
want to create in advance, so they ask, “I want to create 
something like this,” or “How can | do this?” The instructor 
listens to their requests and questions about their creation 
and supports their image with his expertise. 


“Twas thinking of making some new furniture for my house 
today.” 


“That sounds great.” 
“| want benches and tables for my garden.” 


“That sounds like a nice way to cool off in the evening at 
your own garden this time of year.” 


While chatting with the ladies, Ichigo listened to their ideas 
and provided detailed advice on materials such as wood and 
metal fittings, sizes of screws and adapters, and even how 
to use the necessary tools. 


This was the content of the craft and lecture classes. 


Ichigo, too, had always been good with his hands, and was 
reasonably familiar with making things. Once upon a time, 
he used to make handmade gifts and gave them to Sakura. 


(...It’S been a while since I’ve done this, hasn’t it...) 
Ichigo thought as he gripped the tool and cut the wood. 


It wasn’t a memory of the past with Sakura that he was 
remembering, but the memories of just the other day with 
Luna. 


-Two hours had passed since they started. 
“Done!” 

“It’s amazing!” 

“It’s even better than | imagined!” 


Thanks to Ichigo’s guidance, a number of splendid pieces of 
work were completed and laid out on the table in the craft 
room. A bench, a TV stand, and a large hanger rack on 
casters, etc. The female customers were quick to take 
pictures with their phones, admiring the workmanship. 


“Manager, your knowledge and techniques are amazing!” 
“Yeah, In the second half, | mostly left it up to him.” 


“It would be such a shame if this was the only time! | would 
love to have you back for another lecture!” 


The female customers were impressed by Ichigo’s skill and 
complimented him on it. 


“Haha, I’m glad you like it.” 
(Hmm...?) 


Just then, he felt a presence behind him. When he glanced 
back, he saw Luna staring at him. Her eyebrows were 
lowered, and her lips were moving a bit in a mimicry. Seeing 
Ichigo being fawned over by the ladies, she seemed 
unhappy... 


Rather, she looked to be jealous, or was it just his 
imagination?” 


“Onee-chan, what do | do now?” 


“Ah, yes. After this, you...” 


But when the children called her, she immediately returned 
to her natural smile. From the looks of it, Luna seemed to 
have no problem. The ship model was one of the more 
difficult items on the craft program, but she was able to help 
them create it without any difficulty at all. It didn’t feel like 
today was her first time in charge at all, she even looked 
rather ripe. 


“It’s done!” 
“Me too!” 
“Finished! Yeah, both of you are good!” 


The way she interacted with the children was so charming 
and picturesque. Their mother came back at about the same 
time as the kids were finishing their crafts. 


“Thank you for taking such good care of them.” A housewife 
pushing a cart with a baby in her arms thanked Luna. It 
would be tough to go shopping with three young children in 
tow. “How was it?” 


“It was fun.” 
“Look, look!” 


The children were proud to show their mother the model 
ship they had made. They looked really happy. Their mother 
was also smiling. 


“That's good. Now, say goodbye to Onee-chan.” 
“Onee-chan, see you later~” 


“See you later~” 


Luna waved the children off as they left. Ichigo was 
watching the scene from a short distance away. 


“How about it?” 
“Ah, Wakana-san.” 


That was when the assistant manager, Wakana, showed up. 
She had probably seen the time when it would end and 
came to have a check. 


“It has been well received by the customers, both the 
manager and Hoshigami-san.” 


“Were you watching?” 
So embarrassing... - Ichigo thought, and smiled bitterly. 


“Yes, Hoshigami-san’s work has exceeded my expectations.’ 


Summer vacation was coming soon. The number of visitors 
would increase due to their homework related to creative 
research and crafts. 


When it came to dealing with children, Luna was a natural, 
and she had no problem dealing with them. In fact, it was 
amazing that she was able to do it so smoothly in one night. 


“Luna-chan, you’re very good at this.” 
“I’m looking forward to seeing how you do in the future.” 
“Thank you very much!” 


“Ah, we can exchange contact information if you want. If 
there’s anything you don’t understand, I'll let you know.” 


“Yes, please!” 


And before Ichigo knew it, she was talking to the female 
customers on a friendly basis, and was even given a seal of 
approval. 


“Ah ; ” 


Then, Ichigo spotted a familiar figure behind a pillar some 
distance away. 


“Sagisaka-san.” 
“Ah, manager, thank you for today!” 


It was a woman with wavy black hair - Sagisaka. Just like 
before, her arm was wrapped in bandages and a cast, and 
she seemed to have come to have a look because she was 
worried about today’s events. She must have been secretly 
observing from behind the pillar. 


“Sagisaka-san! You’re here!” The female customers who 
noticed Sagisaka’s appearance gathered around her. 


“Uwaa~ Your arm~” 
“Are you sure you're okay to go out?” 


“It’s fine. It’s not so serious that | shouldn’t move.” Sagisaka 
replied with a smile to their worried questions. “More 
importantly!” 


Then, Sagisaka turned around to look at Luna. She started 
walking up to her with strides and- 


“Luna-chan, thank you!” She took Luna’s hand in her 
unharmed one and shouted loudly. “To be honest, | was 
worried at first when | heard that Luna-chan was going to 
take my place, but after watching you today, I’m impressed! 


Now | can recuperate with peace of mind!” With sparkling 
eyes, Sagisaka said while shaking Luna’s hand, buzzing. 


“More than anything, I’m happy that there are more DIY 
girls! Hey, when | get back, why don’t you try your hand at 
being a full-fledged assistant manager?” Sagisaka must 
have liked Luna very much, and she excitedly suggested. 


“Yes! | would love to, it sounds fun!” 
Luna too was enthusiastic about the idea. 
“Is it okay, manager?” 


Sagisaka moved in close to Ichigo. There was a lot of 
pressure. 


“Well, that might be a good idea. I’m sure it would make 
Hoshigami-san happy.” 


Luna had an aptitude for this line of work. Sagisaka would 
be back in three months - Seasonally, it would be just 
before winter, so the sales floor would still be calm. As for 
the timing of the reassignment, there was no problem. 
When Ichigo said this, Sagisaka and Luna took each other’s 
hands and began to exclaim, “ Yatta! Yatta!“ 


...|chigo got worried that the injury might get worse. 


And so, that’s what happened. Sagisaka and the female 
customers left, and today’s craft and lecture class came to 
an end. 


“Manager, should | put all these tools back?” 
“Oh, just make sure you keep everything in the toolbox.” 


Ichigo and Luna were cleaning up the craft room. 


“Ah ; ” 


At that moment, Luna dropped the ruler on the desk onto 
the floor. Exactly, it landed at Ichigo’s feet. 


“I’m sorry.” 


“No problem, I'll pick it up.” Ichigo bent his knees and 
crouched down to pick it up. 


“Ichi.” 


The faint sound of her voice struck his right earlobe. Right 
beside Ichigo, Luna crouched down as well. She then placed 
her hand over her mouth and gave an earful to Ichigo. 
Luna’s face was right next to his. 


Her whispering voice mingled with her breath and tickled his 
ear. The sweet scent of her fragrance pressed against his 
nostrils, making his skin crawl. Hiding behind a desk, a 
private conversation was exchanged. 


“I... | originally applied for a part-time job at this store 
because | couldn’t forget about Ichi, so | came here chasing 
after you...” 


Luna was at a little loss for words, and her gaze was 
wavering. After a moment, however, her eyes were fixed 
onto Ichigo. 


“.,.But, I’m really glad | got to work at this store.” She said 
with moist eyes, blushing cheeks, and a smile from the 
bottom of her heart. “Somehow, | feel like the world around 
me is expanding.” 


She was a 15-year-old girl. Still in her first year of high 
school. There were many things that she didn’t know and 
didn’t understand. She was still an immature child. 


Until today, such a child had been living harboring unseen 
anguish and pushing herself to the limit. It seemed that her 
experience here had been a good one for her. 


“Being able to challenge myself to do what | like, and being 
surrounded by kind and nice people... Right now, I’m very 


happy.” 





Luna stood up after saying so, looking really happy and 
really grateful. 


“1 see,” 


At that moment, Ichigo remembered the conversation he 
once had with Sakura at the beach. 
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‘But when | enter high school, I'd like to get a part-time job. 


‘1 want to do different jobs, learn things | don’t know, and 
gain a lot of experience.’ 


He remembered the way she talked about it while staring at 
the ocean. Ichigo felt as if he was helping to make Sakura’s 
dream from that time come true. 


“No.” 


...No, it wasn’t just that. At the same time, there was a 
sense of mission, a sense of satisfaction that he had 
succeeded in bringing light into the heart of the girl. Such 
two completely different emotions were emerging in him. 


“I’m glad, | really am.” Ichigo stood up, and to Luna’s back 
who had resumed cleaning up, he muttered honestly. 


Chapter 3: Business Trip 
With Wakana 


“Good morning, Manager. | look forward to working with you 
today.” 


“Good morning, Wakana-san. So do I.” 


-In a large department store in a shopping center on the 
outskirts of the city. The time of day was still early in the 
morning before the store opened. There were currently two 
people, a man and a woman, on the rooftop parking lot of 
that large shopping center. They were the manager and 
assistant manager of the store, greeting each other in the 
quiet, fresh air where no other vehicles were parked at all. It 
was Ichigo and Wakana. 


“Then, let’s get going, shall we? If there’s anything you 
forgot to take out from the store, it’s still not too late.” 


“Thank you for your confirmation. I’m fine.” 
“As expected, Wakana-san never forgets anything.” 


As they exchanged words like this, they got into the 
company car that was always available at the store. Neither 
of them was wearing their work uniforms today. That said, 
they were not in formal suits, nor were they very well 
dressed. They were dressed in relatively casual clothes, but 
both of them wore modestly colored clothes. 


Going for a drive somewhere together... Was not the case. 
Today, Ichigo and Wakana were on a business trip together 
due to work. A meeting would be held at a cultural center 
about 50 kilometers from here, in a rental conference room 
where the store managers of the area to which Ichigo’s 
store belonged would gather on a regular basis. 


Today, Ichigo was scheduled to attend the meeting. The 
reason why Wakana was accompanying him to the area’s 
store managers’ meeting was because there was a manager 
candidate training for the assistant managers of each store 
at the same venue, and she was going to participate in that. 
For this reason, each of the participating stores would meet 
at their own respective store and ride together to the venue. 


“If you’re tired, manager, please don’t hesitate to tell me. I'll 
take over the driving.” As he got into the car, Wakana in the 
passenger seat said with a crisp face. 


“Thank you.” Ichigo’s expression relaxed as he replied to 
Wakana’s kindness. “But I’m fine. Do | look that tired?” 


“Ah, n-no, that’s not the case...” 
Ichigo said with a smile, and Wakana hurriedly denied it. 


What an attentive person she is..., In his mind, Ichigo was 
once again impressed by her discipline. Wakana was very 
attentive at work, even to his younger boss, Ichigo. It was a 
strength that was characteristic of her, but it sometimes felt 
like she was overreacting. 


“Thank you for your concern. Well, let’s get going, shall 
we?” 


“Yes. Once again, thank you very much.” 


With that, Ichigo started the engine of the car and started 
driving. He was heading for the venue. The car left the 
shopping center and proceeded along the highway for a 
while. From there, they passed through an interchange and 
got on the expressway. 


“This is the first time I’m participating in the training for 
prospective store managers, so I’m a little nervous.” Putting 
her hand on her chest, Wakana said while taking a deep 
breath. 


The expressway was only a straight drive. As they drove 
along, Ichigo exchanged idle chit-chat with Wakana. 


“l once participated in it. You don’t have to be so nervous. 
It’s just a matter of understanding the characteristics of the 
area, greeting seasonal clients and regular customers... It’s 
just such a basic reading of the job description.” Ichigo 
followed up with her to relieve her tension. But in reality, it 
really wasn’t as big of a deal as one might think, so her level 
of awareness was sufficient. 


“Do you think this attire is appropriate?” As she said this, 
Wakana looked down at her own body. Today she was 
dressed in a summery beige blouse on top. Underneath 
were white tapered pants, and the shoes were pumps. 
Around her neck, a silver necklace was attached as an 
accessory. The overall color scheme of the outfit was 
serene, giving off a mature atmosphere. The rose perfume 
and thin-framed glasses that she was wearing made her 
look even more sexy. 


“Ye-Yeah, no problem. As long as you don’t dress too rough, 
you'll be fine. That’s why you don’t have to worry about it 
that much. There are even store managers who attend the 
meetings in what looks like loungewear.” 


“Is that so?” Wakana giggled. As they chatted and laughed 
in the car, the car continued on its way to their destination. 
The sky was an absorbing blue with not a cloud in the sky, 
and the trees along the side of the highway were lush and 
green. It was truly an early summer scene. 


“Ah, we're almost halfway to the venue, so should we take a 
break?” Then, Ichigo suggested. After a few dozen minutes 
of driving - They were almost halfway to their destination. 


“Very well, then. It looks like there’s a service area about 
three kilometers ahead.” Wakana said, looking at the car 
navigation system installed in the car. 


“Then, let’s stop there for a bit.” 
“Yas,” 


Soon, Ichigo’s car arrived at a service area built atop a small 
mountain. There, they both took a quick restroom break. 


“Sorry to keep you waiting.” 
“Yas,” 


Ichigo returned and met up with Wakana in the parking lot, 
where he then looked at his watch to check the time. 


“It looks like there’s still plenty of time before the meeting 
time. Do you want to take a look inside?” 


There was still plenty of time to spare. To pass the time, 
Ichigo pointed towards the service area’s facilities and 
suggested to Wakana. It was true that the travel time was 
part of the job, but this kind of relaxation was also 
necessary for work. 


“Eh? Ah, yes, absolutely!” In response, Wakana stopped for 
a moment as if dumbfounded, and then for some unknown 
reason, jumped aboard in a forward motion. 


Service areas have a variety of local specialties and 
souvenirs. There are even some merchandise for local 
characters. 


...l wonder If Wakana-san Is a little curious about it, Ichigo 
smiled, thinking to himself that he had caught a glimpse of 
her feminine side. 


“Then, let’s go.” 


With that said, Ichigo and Wakana headed inside the service 
area’s Sales facility together. Inside the building, there was a 
standard souvenir shop with a restaurant attached. Since it 
was a weekday, there were only a few customers. 


“Ah, they’re selling some kind of special.” 


Suddenly, they both stopped in front of a soft-serve ice 
cream shop. There, an original soft-serve ice cream using 
the local speciality of the area was being sold. 


“Hee~ It’s soft-serve strawberry ice cream.” 


Strawberries were the specialty of this local area. The 
strawberries were frozen, crushed, and kneaded into the 
soft-serve ice cream to create a mix of soft ice cream and 
sherbet texture at the same time, a product called ‘soft- 
serve strawberry ice cream’ was on sale. 


“It looks delicious.” 


“Yeah, and there’s one more item... Hmm?” Ichigo’s gaze, 
which had been looking through the menu for something 


else interesting, involuntarily stiffened. “This is...” 


Along with the pop up that said, “Booming!” There was also 
another special product, a sunflower soft-serve ice cream 
with sunflower seeds on it. 


“Wo-Wow, that’s really impressive...” 

“Maybe because...sunflowers are also a specialty here?” 
Wakana looked puzzled, and Ichigo groaned. 

“| wonder if it’s delicious...” 


“No, I’m sure this is a product aimed for social media, with 
taste being secondary.” 


The strawberry and sunflower soft-serve ice creams. If 
Ichigo had to choose between the two, he would definitely 
go with the strawberry. 


“Wakana-san, do you like ‘Ichigo’?” (T/N: Ichigo here means 
strawberry.) 


“Eh?” When Ichigo asked this question in consideration of 
purchasing, Wakana looked surprised for a moment. “...Ah, 
yes... | do.” 


Then, for some reason, her cheeks blushed and she 
answered shyly. Ichigo tilted his head at her. 


“Do you want to try some?” 
“If Manager says so, then...” 
“No, no, it’s not a work order or anything, so it’s fine. From 


the way you just said it, it’s like | forced you to say you liked 
it...” 


“No, I’d love to!” 


After such an exchange, Ichigo and Wakana purchased the 
strawberry soft-serve ice cream. 


“By the way, it looks like there’s an observatory over there.” 
As they exited the sales establishment, Wakana pointed to 
the edge of the parking lot and said. “Let’s take a look.” 


As they made their way there, an observatory with a vast 
view of the landscape presented itself. 


“Wow...” Placing her hand on the wooden fence, Wakana let 
out a sigh of admiration as she looked out at the panorama. 
From this service area on top of a small mountain, the town 
at the foot of the mountain, the factory area, and other 
places where people were living could be seen. 


“It’s amazing, don’t you think?” 
“Yeah, | bet it’s beautiful at night.” 


On top of the observatory with a great view, the two of them 
savored the soft-serve ice cream while taking in the breeze. 


“Yeah, this is delicious.” 
“It has an interesting texture, like shaved ice with fruit.” 


In this way, the two of them happily tasted the flavor 
together. Suddenly, the memory of eating ice cream 
recently with a girl came back to Ichigo’s mind. Luna’s smile 
from that day appeared. 


.../’m sure she likes this kind of thing too. 


While Ichigo was thinking this, Wakana, who was looking 
over the view from the observatory, called out as if she had 


noticed something. 
“Hee~ There’s an amusement park in a place like this?” 


As was said, there was indeed an amusement park a little 
out of the way from the factory area. 


“There really is. | can also see a big Ferris wheel.” 


What kind of amusement park ts it..., |chigo muttered to 
himself as he pulled out his phone to look it up on the 
internet. Then, Wakana took a glance at Ichigo. 


“So-Somehow when we're doing this, we look like normal 
work colleagues... No one might even notice that we are the 
manager and assistant manager of a department store.” So 
she said, her cheeks slightly tinted cherry red and her gaze 
averted downward behind her glasses. 


...Indeed, both Ichigo and Wakana were dressed somewhat 
casually at the moment. It is a rule that you do not have to 
wear a uniform or suit when you go on business trips. 
Furthermore, looking from the side, they could be seen 
talking happily in a relaxed atmosphere. No one would think 
that they were colleagues at work. 


“Well, | guess. Like we’re good friends, or travel buddies, or 
something like that.” 


“.,.0-Or maybe like a couple, or a husband and wife.” Still 
without turning her gaze towards Ichigo, Wakana said with 
some hesitation. 


“Eh?” In response to the comment, Ichigo couldn’t help but 
look at Wakana’s figure. She was dressed in casual clothes, 
something that he rarely saw. His gaze was caught by her 


outfit, which was different from what she would normally 
wear, exposing her skin up to her upper arms. 





-When she put it that way, it made Ichigo feel embarrassed. 


To be mistaken to have a beauty like her as a lover, or as 
husband and wife, perhaps that would be an honor. 
However, if she said something too sensitive, it could be 
taken as a form of sexual harassment, and she might have 
meant it as a joke too. 


“Hahaha, | guess you could say that.” 


Hence, Ichigo responded to Wakana’s comment with a sense 
of normalcy. 


“Ah... Yes.” 


When Ichigo replied, Wakana became a little depressed. 


a at a dad 
A question mark appeared on Ichigo’s face. 


At any rate, that was how their break ended. The two of 
them got back into the car and left the service area. And 
then, a few tens of minutes later- 


“We're here.” 
“Yes, thank you for driving.” 


The car carrying the two of them arrived at the venue where 
the meeting and the training would be held today. A city-run 
cultural center. The area’s store managers’ meeting would 
take place in one of the conference rooms here. A meeting 
and dinner would be held with each store’s manager, the 
regional manager, and a few supervisors who were 
patrolling the area from early afternoon until late in the 


evening. In a separate conference room, Wakana would 
attend a training session as a manager candidate with the 
assistant managers of each store. 


“Well then, Wakana-san. I’ll see you later.” 
“Yes, well then, please excuse me.” 


When they entered the venue, they filled out a list at the 
reception desk and put on the name tags provided. And 
then, they separated to the conference rooms where each of 
them would be participating in. 


-The time passed in the blink of an eye, and it was evening. 
“Finally, it’s over.” 


“The Bon Festival period also seems to be challenging, but 
compared to the Golden Week, it does seem to be easier.” 


Today’s schedule was over, and it was time for the meeting 
to end. The content of the meeting was to discuss the 
trends and measures for the coming season, compare them 
with the latest information brought by each supervisor, 
discuss them, and bring them back to the store to reflect 
them in the creation of sales floors, product development, 
and plans to attract customers. The process was the same 
every time, so it was not that difficult. The rest of the day’s 
meeting ended with a discussion to share information on 
shoplifters and unwanted customers at each store, as well 
as ideas for cost reduction. Right now, the store managers 
were gathered at the entrance of the venue and were in the 
middle of exchanging various chats. 


... However, Ichigo looked around at the store managers who 
had gathered and thought. Everyone was dressed in casual 
clothes for today’s meeting, but it was interesting to see 
how each of them had their own unique style. As one would 
expect, many of the people who headed a store were quite 
unique. Some of them were even wearing flamboyantly 
patterned aloha shirts. Ichigo thought the agreement was to 
dress modestly. 


...Reminds me of scenes in shonen mangas where leaders of 
various departments get together for a meeting. 


It was quite interesting to talk with such people. For the 
record, Ichigo was still on the young side among the store 
managers gathered here. There were several store 
managers around the same age as him, but they were all E- 
ranked or D-ranked store managers of small stores with 
relatively small sales floor soace and annual sales. If 
anything, this situation might make people around him 
understand the uniqueness of Ichigo, who had been 
entrusted with an S-ranked store at his age. 


“Ah, | guess the training should be over by now.” One of the 
store managers said. It was time for the assistant managers 
to finish their training to become manager candidates. 


“Our assistant manager was just promoted the other day. 
He’s still on his toes in the store.” 


“He had better get used to it. You can’t keep this job like 
that for long.” 


“True...” Ichigo bobbed his head in agreement at the 
conversation between the other store managers. 


“Oh, | wonder if the assistant manager of Manager 
Kugiyama’s store is Wakana-san.” 


“Yas,” 


“She used to be my direct subordinate when | was a line 
manager. She’s always been good at what she does.” 


“The assistant manager of an S-ranked store is good enough 
to be the manager of any other store.” 


“Well, if she isn’t that good, she won’t be able to serve as 
Manager Kugiyama’s assistant.” 


The store managers were all praising Wakana and Ichigo. 


“No, that’s not true. I’m always getting help.” Ichigo said 
modestly in response to their comments. Just then, the 
assistant managers from each store who had finished their 
training came back. 


“Manager, thank you for waiting.” And immediately, Wakana 
came in front of Ichigo with a firm expression on her face. 
She exuded the same air of dependability that she usually 
displayed at work. 


“Wakana-san’s really beautiful, isn’t she?” 


Then, in the background, the assistant managers of the 
other stores could be heard conversing in hushed tones. 


“She’s got a mature sex appeal, or something like that...” 


“We started out in the same year, but | don’t exactly feel 
like we’re peers. | feel like she’s older than me, like she’s my 
boss...” 


The other assistant managers really do seem to have the 
same impression of her. A beautiful woman who could do 
her job. The assistant managers, all of whom were men, 


were completely taken aback by her appearance. They 
naturally ranged in age, but many of them were still young. 
For them, Wakana was not only an object of admiration, but 
also an attractive member of the opposite sex. 


“Manager.” As he was thinking about this, Wakana called 
out to him. “Are there any matters that need to be notified 
to the store as soon as possible? If you don’t mind, I'll 
contact them.” 


“Ah, | don’t have anything urgent to notify, but I’d like to 
know what’s going on at the store. Could you ask Oshikata- 
san, the floor line manager, if there’s any handover to be 
done?” 


“Understood.” 


As usual, Ichigo treated Wakana in his usual working 
manner. Then he heard some more whispering from around 
him. 


“As expected, there’s that air of dignity.” 
“S-ranked stores seem to have a slightly different status.” 


“Manager Kugiyama is a promising prospect, and they seem 
to be a good match.” 


Such gossips entered his ears. 


“You seem to be relying on her, don’t you, Kugiyama?” A 
man approached Ichigo as he was watching Wakana take 
out her cell phone and head off to the calling booth. A small, 
short, overweight man with glasses. He was the regional 
manager in charge of the entire business district of the 
vicinity. 


“Yes, really. She’s too good to be my assistant manager.” In 
response to his words, Ichigo told him his honest thoughts 
without hiding them. “I’m counting on her.” 


-Meanwhile, Ichigo had no idea. As she turned the corner of 
the corridor to go to the call booth, she stopped and listened 
to the conversation between Ichigo and the regional 
manager. Then- 


“|..Fufu.” 


She relaxed her cheeks, looking sincerely overjoyed, and in 
front of her chest, she clenched her fists tightly. 


-The sun had set, and it was night. 


Under such a dark sky, and with only the moon and stars 
floating in the sky, a car carrying Ichigo and Wakana drove 
over the highway where streetlights illuminated their 
destination at regular intervals. 


After the meeting and the training were over, the 
participants disbanded on the spot. Some of them were 
talking about going out to eat together afterwards, and 
some of the participants from nearby areas had the idea of 
calling a driver’s agent to go out for a drink. 


Ichigo was approached with, “How about you, Manager 
Kugiyama?” But Ichigo refused as he wanted to go straight 
home, and as for Wakana, she was invited for drinks, but 
she joined Ichigo as they were sharing a ride together. 


“Manager, you must be tired. Would you like me to take 
over driving?” At the parking lot of the cultural center, 
Wakana suggested that they should swap driving, just like 
She did in the morning. 


“No, no, I’m fine. Please take a rest, Wakana-san. If you 
want, you can even take a nap.” Ichigo politely declined the 
suggestion and got into the driver’s seat, wondering if it was 
her discipline. 


...Or do | really look tired? |Ichigo thought and slightly 
worried about his appearance. 


“It’s almost the halfway point, isn’t it?” 
“Yes, let’s take a break.” 


Anyhow, after leaving the venue, and got on the expressway 
for a few tens of minutes, Ichigo and Wakana decided to 
stop at the service area for yet another break. 


“We're close to the same place we went to. Let’s go there.” 
“Yas,” 


Ichigo turned on his blinker and changed lanes to head for 
the service area. They entered the same service area they 
had entered on their way. This service area was a 
centralized facility shared by both the upper and lower lane, 
so the location of the parking lot changed, but the building 
and other facilities were the same. Ichigo got out of the car 
and stretched his back with a “Mhmm.” 


“Ah.” Then, as if remembering something, he let out a voice 
and looked back at Wakana, who had gotten off the 
passenger seat. 


“Wakana-san, why don’t we take a look at the night view?” 


“Eh? Ah, at that observatory.” Wakana also noticed. Today, 
on their way, they had talked about it. “Great, let’s do that. 
Oh, after the restroom and stuff.” 


“I’m fine. Um... What about Wakana-san?” 
“| also have no problem.” 


After a casual confirmation, the two of them headed for the 
observatory in the night. There, at the same place they had 
come in the morning, they saw the same landscape. But it 
was a different scenery from that of the morning. 


“Wah... It’s beautiful.” 


It was no wonder that Wakana said this with a sigh. The 
lights of the city were like stars, tinting the darkness of the 
earth. The lights in the factory area were also very artistic 
and would almost draw you in. Also, the amusement park 
that was visible during the day, 


“The Ferris wheel is all lit up.” 
“Yes... Somehow it makes me feel nostalgic.” 


It flashed red, blue, pink and yellow lights, creating a vivid 
illumination. The romantic atmosphere seemed to enliven 
the amusement park at night. 


“Amusement parks, huh...” 


And then. Ichigo heard the whispering sound of Wakana’s 
voice in his ears. 


“I’ve only been there when | was a kid.” 


-He thought he heard her voice, which sounded very natural 
and genuine. 


“...l’m sorry that you’re in this situation with me.” 
“...Eh?” Ichigo’s words made Wakana look up in surprise. 
“It’s better to be with your lover, isn’t it?” 


Ichigo said in a joking manner. After staring at Ichigo’s face 
for a few seconds, Wakana turned back to the night view. 


“.,.Manager, are you in a relationship with anyone?” She 
asked. 


“What?” 
“In the store, you mentioned that you were single.” 


The darkness of the place made it hard to make out her 

expression. It was as if a pitch black veil had been pulled 
down over her face. To her, Ichigo replied as he normally 
would. 


“Yes, I’m currently free.” With these words, the atmosphere 
around Wakana seemed to soften a little. “Um, what about 
Wakana-san?” 


Isn’t this considered sexual harassment? Ichigo thought, but 
still asked while trying to keep the conversation natural. 


“Me too, | don’t have anyone.” 


eA see,” 


Ichigo recalled her appearance at the venue of today’s 
meeting, where she was admired by everyone around her. 
He also recalled how the men had invited her out for drinks 
on the way home. He honestly thought it was a waste of 
their time, but this girl was surely an attraction. 


“But there is someone I’m interested in...” Then, as if taking 
a bold step somehow, Wakana said. Ichigo’s eyes widened 
at the unexpected comment. 


“Is that so?” 


“Yes, it’s just that...” Taking a turn, Wakana lowered the tone 
of her voice. “...| can’t step in too strongly.” 


He remembered Luna’s words from just the other day, and 
he asked her while hiding at the entrance of the break room, 
what was really on her mind. 


“Why is that?” He wondered if it was a good topic to pursue 
or if he should just let it go. But before he could calmly think 
about it, Ichigo found himself asking. 


“Um, | know this sounds weird... You might even wonder 
what this older woman is talking about, but...” When asked, 
Wakana also began to speak slowly. Little by little, searching 
for the right words. “I found myself to liking that person 
‘before | realized it.'” 


“.,.Before you realized?” 


“Yes... There wasn’t anything in him that particularly made a 
lasting impression on me, but | started to soend more and 
more time thinking about that person and what | could do 
for him... So | guess | just found myself liking him.” 


It was the kind of confession that a maiden in love would 
make. Wakana kept her eyes cast down behind her glasses. 


“But... That’s only what | feel. I’m afraid that the other 
person doesn’t care about me at all, and if | approach him 
and demand some sort of relationship, is...isn’t that just 
unsightly?” Gradually, the end of her words began to falter. 
The second half was almost a whisper. “I’m sorry... |... Um... 
| don’t have any experience with love, so | don’t know what 
to do about things like this.” 


It was hard to make out her expression in the darkness. Still, 
he could somehow tell that she was looking very 
embarrassed right now. 


“...l’m sorry. It’s too personal and uncomfortable to listen 
to.” 


“| think it’s fine.” 


He listened to her story. After listening, processing, and 
understanding - Ichigo opened his mouth. 


“You started to like him before you noticed, but even so...” 
*VOSe 


“Even if there’s no drama or special event, like having a 
dramatic encounter or overcoming a great hardship 
together, if you like someone, you like them... | think that’s 
all there is to say.” 


Yes. From her story, Ichigo remembered the Sakura he once 
knew. That was exactly how Sakura was to Ichigo. 


“There is no right or wrong in love. No one will ever know 
the answer to that. But...” 


Therefore, this was all Ichigo could say to Wakana. Like her, 
he hadn’t experienced much in the way of romance - Only 
one faint, and sad memory, but he could offer advice. She 
was just like the way he used to be- 


“If you don’t know what to do, why don’t you start by 
thinking about what you would like to do for him, and then 
do that?” 


That was what Ichigo did for Sakura back then. He wanted 
to be special to her. He tried his best to make her smile and 
happy in whatever way he could. 


“Do things that you can do that will please him and make 
him appreciate you. | believe that if you do this, Wakana-san 
will eventually become special to that person.” 


Before he knew it, Wakana was looking at Ichigo. The 
headlights of a car driving through the parking lot 
illuminated her face. He could clearly see Wakana’s face, 
which seemed to be stunned, as if she was blindsided - No, 
it was as if she was admiring him. 


“I’m sorry for sounding so arrogant. |, too, don’t have much 
experience in love, so please take this with an open mind.” 


“...No.” At that moment, Wakana hung her head deeply and 
bowed to Ichigo. “Thank you very much. The manager’s 
advice was very helpful.” 


Ichigo also smiled at her. It seemed that his poor advice had 
become a factor in helping her through her troubles in some 


Small way. 


“That’s good to hear. I’m sure that your earnestness and 
diligence, combined with your strong feelings, will be 
conveyed to the other person.” 


“...Yes, | will try my best.” 


After saying that, Wakana stared at Ichigo. Through her 
glasses, the feverish gaze she sent was so straight and 
sincere. The flickering of her moist eyes was so seductive 
that it made his heart skip a beat. He remembered the look 
that Luna had been giving him. Once again, Ichigo realized 
how attractive the eyes of a woman in love could be. 


“W-We should go home soon. The night wind is getting 
chilly.” 


“Yas, ” 


Eventually, after enjoying the night view, they decided to 
head back to the car. 


“.,.What | can do...” On her way, Wakana muttered quietly. 
“What | want to do for him.” 


A strong wind blew at the same time, and Ichigo couldn’t 
hear her over the sound of it, but she quietly clenched her 
fists in front of her chest, and her expression became one of 
determination. And when they arrived at the car parked in 
the parking lot- 


“Manager!” She shouted, a little too loudly. 


“Y-Yes?” Ichigo couldn’t help but react with a bit of surprise. 


To Ichigo, Wakana said, “Manager, I'll take over driving from 
here, so Manager please take a rest.” 


It was her disciplined proposal that he had heard many 
times today. Ichigo was grateful, but tried to refuse, as he 
did every time. 


“It’s okay, I’m not that tired-“ 


“Please.” However, this time, Wakana strongly refused to 
back down. 


“.,.Stubborn, aren’t you?” 


“Yes, because | want to be dependable as an assistant 
manager for Manager.” 


Hearing her words and seeing her expression, “...Then, I'll 
take your word for it.” 


Apparently, it wasn’t because Ichigo looked tired or anything 
like that. She genuinely wanted to be of help to Ichigo. 


“Yes.” Wakana replied to Ichigo, looking very proud. 
“Thank you for your hard work, Manager.” 
“nen?” 


-When he came to his senses, the car he had asked Wakana 
to drive had arrived at the parking lot of the store. 


It seemed that he had fallen asleep. It was because 
Wakana’s driving was too quiet and comfortable. 


“How are you feeling?” 


“Great, thanks to you... | guess | was tired after all.” Ichigo 
moved his neck from side to side as if to unwind his body 
that had been sitting in the same position for a long time. 
Next to him, Wakana smiled. 


“I’m confident in my driving. My friends often tell me that 
the car is quiet and that they feel safe and relaxed when 
they ride with me.” 


Apparently, although he hadn’t been aware of it, she had 
healed him from his built-up fatigue. 


“Thank you for your hard work, Manager. Well then, I'll see 
you tomorrow.” 


“Yes, see you tomorrow.” 


Afterwards, they got out of the company car and said their 
goodbyes in the parking lot. Tomorrow, they would go to 
work as usual. Wakana got into her car and left. After seeing 
her off, Ichigo also went to get into his car. Then- 


“Who’s there?” 


Suddenly, Ichigo’s vision was covered from behind by two 
palms of hands. Ichigo was startled by the suddenness of 
the situation, but from the voice he heard, he instantly 
recognized the culprit. 


“Luna-san...” 
“Correct. Ehehe, good work, Ichi.” 


When he turned around, he saw Luna wearing the uniform 
of Himesuhara Girls’ High School. She must have had a shift 


after school today. 


“Were you waiting for me? It’s not safe for you to be alone 
in a place like this at this hour.” 


“Don’t worry, | just finished my work a few minutes ago, and 
| was waiting while talking with the other part-timers a while 
ago.” 


Ichigo sighed at Luna, who had prepared an excuse. Then, 
since it couldn’t be helped, or rather, since it was only 
natural, Ichigo decided to take her home in his car. 


“Eh, you guys had the soft-serve ice cream at the service 
area!? How nice!” 


In the car, while he was talking about today’s business trip, 
Luna took a bite out of the topic about the famous soft- 
serve ice cream at the service area. 


“Was it delicious?” 


“Yeah, it was delicious. | ate it at the observatory with 
Wakana-san while enjoying the view. The view from the 
observatory was amazing, and on the way back, we even 
got to see the night view.” 


“Hmm...” There, Luna was staring at Ichigo and moving her 
lips in a mimicking motion, as she had been doing for 
sometime. “You had fun, didn’t you?” 


“Eh? Yeah, well...” 


Ichigo was a little nervous when Luna gave him a reply, 
looking at him as if she was somewhat jealous. 


“Wakana-san is beautiful, has a great figure, and she’s a 
solid and mature woman, isn’t she?” 


“Why does that have anything to do with it?” 
“Wakana-san might be interested in Ichi, too.” 


“Absolutely not. Wakana-san, she consulted with me about 
someone she has feelings for.” 


Why am /in a situation like this where I’m suspected of 
having an affair, Ichigo thought frankly. Meanwhile, hearing 
Ichigo’s words, Luna said, “I see,” and looked a little 
relieved. 


“How nice... | wish | could go for a drive with you.” 
“It’s not a drive, it’s work.” 


“I guess so... Ah, did you have the sunflower soft-serve ice 
cream? Right now, it’s all over TV and social media.” 


“Oh, you mean the one sprinkled with sunflower seeds?” 


As the topic switched, Ichigo was relieved as they continued 
the conversation. The product name that came out of Luna’s 
mouth was the one being promoted at the store in that 
service area. It seemed that the advertising phrase 
“Booming!” was true. 


“| didn’t eat it. | just don’t feel like buying soft-serve ice 
cream covered in sunflower seeds.” 


“Ahaha, that’s okay, because the sunflower seeds in the 
sunflower soft-serve ice cream are not real, they’re 
chocolate coated almonds.” 


“Eh, | didn’t know that.” Apparently, he had misunderstood. 
“But it looked completely like sunflower seeds...” 


“What a shame.” 


Luna listened to Ichigo’s story and laughed in an amused 
way. 


... If he had gone to the service area with Luna today, things 
might have turned out differently from what turned out with 
Wakana. A female of the same age and a still young high 
school girl. 


As expected, their sensibilities are totally different, \chigo 
thought about the obvious like it was a new thing. 


“Next time, | wish you’d take me with you.” 
“Well, maybe some other time.” 
He could feel that the opportunity would come soon- 


Based on the experience he had spent with her until today, 
he intuitively thought so. 


Feeling both anxious and hopeful at the same time, tonight, 
Ichigo once again drove the car towards Luna’s house. 


Chapter 4: Summer 
Festival 


...Perhaps it was because the season had entered full-blown 
summer. At one point, Ichigo suddenly recalled the memory 
of the summer festival he had gone to with Sakura. 


It was the summer of his first year of junior high school 
when he also went to the beach. He had invited Sakura to a 
summer festival held in his hometown. Sakura was also 
happy to accept Ichigo’s invitation. 


-Then, on that day. 


The sound of flutes and drums filled the air as the festival 
music played. A strange shade of sky with magenta and 
cyan blending together in the evening. The air was a 
mixture of incense and hot air, characteristic of the Obon 
Festival season. A stream of people, noise, and vibrant food 
Stalls lined the street. 


‘Thanks for waiting, Ichi.’ 


Then, Sakura came late to Ichigo, who was already waiting 
for her at the venue. He told her he would pick her up at her 
house, but she said to go on ahead as she needed time to 
prepare. 


Prepare...? Ichigo wondered, but when he saw her 
appearance, he was convinced. Sakura who appeared was 


wearing a yukata. 


‘What do you think, Ichi? | thought it would look best if you 
saw it here first, instead of at my place.’ 


As she said this, Sakura put her hand on her neck. Her 
cheeks were tinged with vermilion, indicating that she was a 
little nervous. 


Sakura in her yukata. A yukata in a mature color scheme, 
with flower patterns drawn in light blue dye on white fabric. 
Her long, lustrous black hair, which was always down, was 
now tied up, exposing the nape of her neck. It was part of 
Sakura’s body that he didn’t usually get a chance to See. 
And on her neck, he found a mole. 


His heart jumped. He couldn’t help but choke up. She was in 
her third year of junior high school, still in her mid-teens, 
and yet, she seemed so much sexier than an adult. 


‘It suits you...’ 


He said plainly, but from the way he looked away and the 
blush on his face, she might have known what he was really 
thinking. 


‘Thank you.’ 
So Sakura said while also smiling in amusement. 
-On this summer night, Ichigo found her even more alluring. 


The way she put her face close to the cotton candy and 
munched on it like a little animal. The sight of her happily 
hitting the prize in the target shooting game. Eating 
yakisoba noodles bought from a food stall, and looking 
satisfied. And at the end of the festival, they watched the 


fireworks together. Red, blue, and other brightly colored 
flashes filled the night sky. Her profile, illuminated by the 
light, was full of fragility and beauty. The beauty of fireworks 
in the still-blue night sky of summer. Ichigo stared at 
Sakura’s profile as she looked up at it. 


‘What’s wrong? Ichi.’ 

Noticing Ichigo’s gaze, Sakura looked back at him. 
‘No, nothing...’ 

Ichigo’s words were muffled. 


Beautiful... This one word never came out in the end. He 
didn’t know if it was his stubbornness or something else. 


He should have said it. 

No, he should be glad that he didn’t say it. 

In retrospect, neither of those was the right answer. 
‘Let’s come again next year.’ 


Ichigo’s words came out as if he was trying to cover himself 
up. After a moment’s pause, Sakura smiled gently. 


‘Yeah. Next year, let’s come again.’ 


The summer festival of that year was one of the best 
memories in Ichigo’s life... Or, it was supposed to be. It was 
the last summer festival that he went to with her. If only, it 
hadn’t been overwritten by such a heartbreaking memory... 


-It was August. 


The world was in the midst of summer vacation. The 
number of customers at the large department store where 
Ichigo worked had clearly increased compared to before. It 
didn’t matter if it was a weekday or a weekend, the store 
was visited by many families and customers who would not 
normally come here. The cash registers were in full 
operation every day, and sales of insecticides, a seasonal 
product, were higher than last year. Sales of screens and 
agricultural tools for weeding were also doing well. After all, 
many families would probably take advantage of the 
Summer vacation to replace their door screens or weed the 
garden. 


In addition, there were also sales of leisure goods such as 
swimming goods, fireworks, BBQ grills, charcoal, and so on. 
Obon goods such as Buddhist flowers and offering stands 
were also selling like hotcakes. The sales floor that Ichigo 
had created by discussing his ideas with each sales line and 
the media that he had planned to stimulate purchasing 
seemed to have worked well, and although he was busy, the 
results were worth it. 


“Wah... It’s a lot of work.” 


In such a lively store, Ichigo was walking around with a man. 
A man with a neat face, waxed hair in a two-block style, and 
thin eyebrows. He was a man of good looks, and one who 
many would call handsome. He looked like he could be 
described as a beautician. He was the manager of the floor 
line, the line that was responsible for the part-time cashiers, 
and his name was Oshikata. He was one year older than 
Ichigo in terms of age and in terms of company history, was 
in the same year as Wakana. 


“You're really impressive, manager. In this area, our store’s 
sales are exceeding last year’s by a wide margin.” 


“No, no. Even if this many customers come, it’s meaningless 
if we can’t serve them or handle the cash register. This is all 
thanks to Oshikata-san and Wakana-san, who ensured that 
we had enough staff.” 


When long vacations begin, the number of part-time 
workers who can come to work decreases drastically due to 
the need to go home and attend local events. This will 
directly lead to a shortage of staff at the store. He and his 
assistant manager, Wakana, worked together to gather 
enough people for this time of year. Thanks to this, the store 
seemed to have successfully avoided the common 
occurrence in the service industry this time of year, where 
the store becomes overwhelmed due to lack of staff. 


Then- 
“Onee-chan, is this okay?” 


“Yes, very good, very good!” Just as he was passing by the 
workshop, he heard such a cheerful voice. The craft and 
lecture class was being held again today. Under the watchful 
eye of the DIY line employees who had joined to follow up 
on her, Luna was doing a good job as the person in charge. 


Perhaps they were given a craft assignment as part of their 
summer vacation homework. She seemed to be having a 
good time acting as a good instructor for the children who 
had gathered. 


“I’m sorry to bother you, instructor. What kind of paint 
should | use in this case?” At that time, a participant of the 
lecture class, who was working on a woodwork at another 
table, approached Luna. 


“Ah, um, let’s see.” 


“Luna-chan, if you want to make the most of the wood’s 
grain, | think this protective paint is better.” Then, another 
participant in the lecture class gave Luna some advice from 
the side. This person was one of the female customers who 
had come the other day when Ichigo and Luna were acting 
instructors. 


Just like this, with the help of these regular customers, she 
was able to serve her customers without delay. Her 
knowledge and experience were still limited, but she 
seemed to be able to compensate for this with her hard 
work and sincerity. Due to this, Ichigo was able to leave the 
instructor position completely to Luna alone. 


“She’s really something, isn’t she? She’s the face of the 
workshop.” Seeing Luna like this, Oshikata seemed to be 
impressed with her. “She’s working as well as any full-time 
employee.” 


“Yeah, she’s only a freshman in high school, but you can 
really count on her.” Ichigo too, praised Luna, and he meant 
it. 


“When | was a teenager, | doubt if | was that mature. | 
remember being more of a jerk.” 


“Hahaha.” 


Ichigo laughed at Oshikata, who crossed his arms and 
groaned, “Hmm...” 


He might seem like such a frivolous guy, but he was a loving 
husband who cared about his family. 


And then, that’s when it happened. By chance, Luna’s gaze 
was turned towards Ichigo and the other. With that, she 


must have realized that Ichigo was looking at her. Luna 
smiled and gave a small wave. 


At the sudden gesture, Ichigo looked away in panic and 
coughed to cover it up. 


...Mature, huh? 


However, in truth, she was a spoiled child with a 
mischievous side to her, much like that of a child her age. 
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“There’s going to be a summer festival in my district soon.” 


-It was lunch time. Ichigo and Wakana had just walked into 
the break room together. Sonozaki, a part-time housewife in 
charge of interior design who had come to the break room 
earlier, was talking to the other employees who were eating 
lunch together. 


“I’m on the district committee, so I’m helping out in a lot of 
things.” 


Summer festival- 


Apparently, a summer festival was going to be held in the 
district where Sonozaki lived, and she was one of the 
committee members. 


“When is the festival?” 


“In five days. There will be a bon dance, a fair, and 
fireworks, so everyone should come and play.” 


“Well, I'd love to, but I’m alSo on the committee for a 
summer festival in another district.” 


“Ara, | see.” 


“Well, this is the time of year when festivals are held in 
many places.” 


This kind of conversation between the housewives was a 
kind of summer tradition. 


“What about you, Luna-chan? Are you interested in summer 
festivals?” 


“Yes. A summer festival sounds like fun.” Luna also seemed 
to be present, and when asked by Sonozaki, she replied so. 


“Then come on over. Look, you said you liked someone the 
other day, right? Invite him or something.” Sonozaki’s 
sudden comment caught Ichigo off guard, and he tensed up. 


“What’s wrong? Manager.” 


“No... It’s fine.” When Wakana worried about him, Ichigo 
tried to cover it up. At that time, Luna seemed to notice that 
Ichigo and Wakana had come to the break room. 


“...Manager.” The girl, looking at Ichigo and Wakana, asked, 
“Are the managers interested in a summer festival?” 


... She... 


As expected, Ichigo sensed Luna’s intentions. He could 
totally smell it. She wanted to go with him, that’s her 
intention. 


...No, not possible. 


Of course, a summer festival with just the two of them... 
would be absolutely impossible. They weren’t in a 
relationship where they could walk down the street with a 
big smile on their face. A boss and his subordinate at work - 
Even so, it was impossible for the two of them to be alone. 


“Sonozaki-san too, wouldn’t you be happy if the two 
managers come and visit?” 


“Yeah, of course.” 


Furthermore, Luna enthusiastically approached Sonozaki, 
asking her to reinforce her. Ichigo tried to find a way to drop 
this subject. Then, 


“That’s great, let’s all go together to Sono-chan’s district’s 
summer festival.” 


The ones who agreed were the part-time female college 
students in the room. They were three part-timers who were 
good friends and were always together. Their names were 
Sasaki-san, Ishidate-san, and Horinouchi-san. 


“Let’s go together, Luna-chan.” One of the trio, Sasaki, put 
her hand on Luna’s shoulder and invited her. 


“Eh? Is that okay?” 
“It’s okay, it’s okay. We’ll have fun together.” 
“Ah, M-Me too! I’ll go too!” 


And so, there he was, sitting a little further away, listening 
in. Aoyama, a male part-timer, joined in briskly. However, 


“You're staying out of this.” Without hesitation, he was 
turned down so harshly. 


“You already sank the other day, but you’re not still after 
Luna-chan, are you?” 


“No! | just genuinely, and with a clean heart, think that 
Luna-san is cute! That’s all!” 


“That’s totally not all, is it?” 


Aoyama was beaten to a pulp by Ishidate and Horinouchi. 


“Ah, how about you too, Wakana-san?” Sasaki then called 
out to Wakana, who was standing next to Ichigo. 


“Ah, me?” Suddenly asked to join, Wakana reacted with 
Surprise. 


“Do you by any chance already have something planned?” 


“No, not really... Ah.” Then, Wakana looked at Ichigo next to 
her and raised her voice as if she had just realized 
something. “Since Oshikata-san will have a day off on that 
day, Manager will also be off, right?” 


“Eh?” Ichigo, who was thinking silently, was caught off 
guard by Wakana’s comment. 


“No, this may be superfluous! Um, | just thought that it 
would be fun if the manager could join...” 


“Really?” While Wakana hurriedly chained her words, Luna 
was quick to catch on to her comment. 


“Great, great, if Wakana-san is coming, the manager should 
come too.” So did Sonozaki. 


“No, um...” Ichigo couldn’t intervene as the conversation 
proceeded at a rapid pace. 


“What do you say, Manager? Do you have any plans for that 
day?” 


“No, nothing in particular, but...” When Sasaki asked him, 
Ichigo was perturbed, but answered honestly. Indeed, on the 
day of the summer festival in Sonozaki’s district, it would 
also be Ichigo’s day off on his shift. And it wasn’t like he had 
anything special to do. 


“Then, Wakana-san and Manager will be joining us.” 
“Great, that’s great.” 


“We don’t often get the chance to go to events like this with 
our Managers.” 


The college girls were excited to hear that Ichigo and 
Wakana would be joining them. 


“Then, Sono-chan?” 
“Roger that. I’ll be waiting for everyone to come.” 


Before Ichigo could say anything else, the decision had 
already been made. All the while, Luna kept her sparkling 
eyes on Ichigo. 


-Therefore, in five days, with the part-time female students 
from work, Wakana...and with Luna too, Ichigo would be 
going to a summer festival. 


“It’s really happening...” 
-The night of that day. 


After work, in the evening. Ichigo was visiting Luna’s house 
once again tonight. It had almost become a norm for him to 
come here. He came to teach Luna, who had left work 
earlier, about the contents of the new craft class. 


“Ehehe, I’m looking forward to it, Ichi.” 


Ichigo said so accusingly and with a tired face, while Luna, 
who had been sitting in the room waiting for his arrival, 
looked truly happy. By the way, she was in her pajamas 


today. Since they had decided to go to a summer festival, 
she seemed to be in high spirits. Seeing her like this, Ichigo 
let out a sigh. 


...Once again, it’s going to be a very stressful event. 


However, there was no way around it. She had been helping 
out in the store recently by putting in quite a number of 
shifts, even though it was her summer vacation. She was 
also willing to take on a sudden reassignment, and even 
after work was over, she vigorously studied to learn more 
about her job. It’s true that he was grateful, and she had 
invited him out of the kindness of her heart, so he couldn’t 
just disregard her feelings. 


“Well, Sasaki-san and the others seemed to be enjoying 
themselves, so it’s okay to do something like this once ina 
while.” 


“Yeah, also, | exchanged line addresses with Sasaki-san and 
the others.” Luna looked down at the screen of her phone in 
her hand. It seemed that she was just having a conversation 
with them. “Everyone said they’d come dressed up on that 
day...” 


Then, suddenly, Luna’s movements stopped. 


“Ah, that’s right!” She muttered as if she had thought of 
something. 


“What's the matter?” 


“No, right now, it’s a secret.” To Ichigo’s question, Luna 
replied with a mischievous smile. “Look forward to it on the 
day of the festival.” 


He wondered what it was. 


Somehow, Ichigo felt the same feeling he had when she had 
come to the store for a surprise visit after he had broken the 
furniture in her house. 


-And the time passed quickly. Today was the day of the 
summer festival. 


“It didn’t feel like much time had passed...” 


The site of the summer festival in the district where 
Sonozaki lived was just a few minutes walk from Ichigo’s 
house. Upon arriving at the venue, the festival had already 
started and was crowded with many visitors. It was noisy 
and lively... But above all that, the place felt nostalgic to 
Ichigo. It was just like that summer when he went with 
Sakura. 


“Let’s see, is everyone here yet?” 


Ichigo pulled out his phone to check the time and whether 
there were any new messages. The three college girls, Luna, 
and Wakana were planning to meet up directly at the venue. 
As for the underage Luna, he suggested picking her up, but 
she refused politely, saying that she would go with the 
others... 


“...Amm?” 


He felt like he had experienced this development 
somewhere before... Something stuck in his mind, and while 
Ichigo was just thinking about it, 


“Manager, sorry to keep you waiting~” 


He heard a familiar voice and turned around to see a group 
of college girls coming towards him. 


BA.” 


They were all wearing yukatas. Sasaki, Ishidate, and 
Horinouchi were all wearing yukatas. And of course, Wakana 
too. 


“I’m sorry, it took me a little while to put on my yukata.” 
Wakana said shyly while shoveling up her hair. 


She had a ladylike Japanese atmosphere that was different 
from her usual work clothes or personal clothes. She was 
wearing a kimono with a vermilion base color, and her 
appearance, which was different from her normal life, gave 
off a sexy feeling that appealed to men’s hearts. 


“It’s been a while since I’ve worn a yukata... Wh-What do 
you think, manager?” 


It would not be a very good idea to tell Wakana exactly what 
he had just thought, so Ichigo calmed himself down and, 
with no ulterior motive, replied with, “It suits you.” 


“Manager.” Then, a voice called out to him from behind. 
There was only one other person who was not present. 
Surely, it was that girl- 


Whether it was a sense of crisis or a faint hope, Ichigo 
looked back with either of these feelings in his heart. And 
there, stood Luna. 


Spontaneously, Ichigo’s face stiffened. 


“Thank you for waiting, ehehe.” Luna said with a beaming 
smile, wearing a calmly colored yukata of light blue dye on 
white fabric. It was the same color as the one Sakura wore 
on the day of the summer festival that summer. No, it was 
not just the color - The pattern, the size, everything seemed 
like a lie. And Luna, who looked exactly like her, was 
wearing it. She politely tied her dark hair up in the same 
way, exposing the nape of her neck. He couldn’t tell if this 
was a dream or reality. 


“How is it?” Luna anxiously asked Ichigo, who remained 
silent. 


They looked exactly alike. The color of her yukata, the way 
She tied her hair. And on her neck- 


Moles...there weren't any. 
... Obviously. 


Immediately, his thoughts went cold. But that didn’t mean 
that he felt discouraged or anything like that. It was not 
Sakura who was here. It was her daughter, Luna. From the 
way she looked, he could tell that she had worked very hard 
and made an effort to dress up. It gave off the impression of 
being wholesome and lovely. 


“It suits you very well.” That’s why Ichigo told Luna so. Ata 
glimpse, these words might sound like those of an adult 
praising a child’s efforts. However, it was also his true 
feelings that he couldn’t hide. 


“Th-Thank you very much...” At Ichigo’s comment, Luna’s 
eyes widened and her face blushed at once. At the same 
time, she seemed to be very happy. 


“You're really, really cute, Luna-chan!” 


“Doesn't that yukata look like it’s made of a pretty good 
fabric!?” 


“I mean, how did you know how to dress yourself? | don’t 
even get it at all.” 


That’s when the college girls clung to Luna and got so 
excited. 


“Ehehe, me too. That’s why | studied it on the internet.” 
Luna spoke back shyly and answered the girls. 


In the meantime, Ichigo averted his gaze and decided to 
secretly cool his heated cheeks. 


“So, shall we go now?” 
“Where is Sono-chan’s stall?” 
“Ah, | think it’s over there.” 


Sasaki, Ishidate, and Horinouchi started to walk away while 
talking, and Wakana led the way. Behind them, Ichigo and 
Luna followed. 


“Ichi.” Then, out of the blue, Luna turned her head 
towards Ichigo, and she whispered into his ear. “This yukata 
was sent to me from my family’s house after we decided to 
go to a summer festival.” 


“Family’s house...” 


“Yes. When | called Grandma about going home for the 
Obon Festival, we happened to talk about it. Originally, | 
wanted to wear a yukata, but | was wondering where to find 
one that | could afford. But then she told me she had a 


yukata lying around at home and sent it to me. | was so 
Surprised.” 


Luna’s family’s house - That is, Sakura’s family’s house. If 
so, then this yukata...was most likely the same yukata that 
Sakura wore in the past. Firmly, he looked at Luna. He 
checked carefully to make sure he wasn’t looking at the 
wrong thing... No doubt about it. It matched the model in his 
memory. 


...No, even he couldn’t be certain of his own memory, but 
he could still intuitively affirm it. Certainly, it was the same 
yukata that Sakura wore that summer. Ichigo wondered if 
Luna knew about that... 


“.,.Ehehe, I’m kind of embarrassed. Ichi, do you like 
yukatas?” Then, as Ichigo’s feverish gaze continued to stare 
at her, Luna giggled as if to hide her embarrassment. “You 
know, the yukata was sent to me, but | also bought this hair 
ornament, geta, and ob/ with the money | received from 
Ichi.” (T/N: geta = japanese clogs, obi = sash.) 


“...The 20,000 yen | gave you last time?” 


A while ago, when he and Luna had come to an 
understanding of each other’s true feelings and he visited 
her house for the first time in a long time, he gave her some 
money to help with her living expenses. And apparently, the 
other night, she had something on her mind about the 
yukata. 


“It wasn’t a cheap purchase, and | thought that maybe Ichi 
would get mad at me, but I’m glad you liked it.” Luna 
whispered happily and smiled innocently. 


“I’m not mad at you. You’re welcome to use it as you see 
fit.” Ichigo replied without any denial. 


“Wah... There are so many people here.” 
“And it’s all a bunch of couples.” 


Meanwhile, Sasaki and the others ahead of them 
commented as they looked around at the gradually 
increasing flow of people. 


“Did Sasaki-san and the others not plan to come with their 
boyfriend?” Wakana asked Sasaki and the others. 


“No, | don’t mind.” “It’s more fun when you’re with friends.” 
They replied as if they were not interested in a boyfriend at 
all. 


...l wonder If that’s really the case. 


But right now, there were indeed many couples with their 
loved ones in the festival scenery. The combination of a 
woman in a yukata and a man in a jinbei could be seen here 
and there. 


“IT wish Ichi had worn a yukata too.” From beside him, Luna 
whispered. 


“If | did, that’d be a summer festival date.” When Ichigo 
lightly teased her, Luna laughed and twisted her body with 
an, “Ehehe.” 


The first place Ichigo, Luna and the others went was to the 
stall where Sonozaki was. 


“Ah! The manager and Wakana-san. Luna-chan and the 
others too! I’m glad you could make it!” Sonozaki had a 
large barrel filled with ice, and was in charge of selling 
beverages. She was wearing a happi coat and a hachimaki, 
which suited her dynamic personality well. After exchanging 
a brief greeting with her, they went straight to her stall to 
buy some drinks. (T/N: happi coat is like traditional clothing 
and hachimaki is something like a bandana. Google it for 
more detail.) 


“Are there food and stuff?” 


“There are, just a little further down this line of stalls, they 
sell all kinds of stuff.” In response to Sasaki’s question, 
Sonozaki pointed towards the stalls and explained. 


“Then, let’s go and look around the stalls.” 
“I need something to go with sake.” 
“Let’s get some yakisoba or something.” 


After stocking up on alcohol at Sonozaki’s stall, Sasaki and 
the others went through the line of stalls in search of 
something to accompany their drinks. 


... They’re in full drinking mode. 


Following them, Ichigo, Luna, and Wakana also strolled 
through the crowded street stalls. 


“Ah.” That’s when Luna stopped in her tracks, as if she had 
discovered something. Looking over, there was a goldfish 
scooping stall. 


“Goldfish scooping, huh?” 


“It brings back memories, doesn’t it?” 


There was a large sign displayed above the stall. Ichigo and 
Wakana felt nostalgic when they saw the large letters 
written on it. He hadn’t played goldfish scooping since he 
was a kid. 


“.,.Do you want to try?” Ichigo asked Luna, who was staring 
at the sight of the little red goldfish swimming around ina 
large tub. 


“I’m just a little curious...” Luna muttered, and smiled shyly. 
Ichigo couldn’t help but relax his cheek at her childish 
appearance. 


“Since it’s a festival, why don’t you give it a try? It looks like 
Sasaki-san and the others are still looking around.” 


“Is that okay? But... I’m the only one interested.” Luna said 
Slowly. 


She’s so polite even at a time like this, Ichigo thought. 


“Then, I'll do it too since it’s been a while.” Then, Wakana 
offered a helping hand. “Hoshigami-san, let’s try it 
together.” 


“Y-Yes!” Invited by Wakana, Luna replied happily. Whether it 
was Wakana’s way of trying to get rid of Luna’s hesitation, 
or whether she really just wanted to do it too, it was hard to 
tell. 


...Elther way, I’m glad you’re here, Wakana-san, \chigo 
thought honestly. At any rate, Luna and Wakana tried their 
hand at goldfish scooping together. After paying the stall 
owner, they each received a poi and a bowl, and squatted 


down in front of the tub. Luna got into the spirit and put the 
poi into the water. However- 


“Ah...” Immediately, the Japanese paper was torn and Luna 
ended up without taking a single fish. 


“Is this your first time scooping goldfish, by any chance?” 
Ichigo asked the dejected Luna. 


Luna looked a little embarrassed and said, “Actually, yes...” 


No wonder, that explained why she was so interested in it 
earlier. 


“Luna-san, there is a trick to scooping goldfish.” Then, 
Wakana began to explain while holding a poi in her hand. 
“When targeting goldfish, insert the poi from the head, they 
will turn to the side in an attempt to escape. Then, when 
they show their stomach, you can easily scoop them.” 


“l-| see,” 


“Also, when you pull the poi out of the water, it’s best to 
hold it at a slight angle to the water’s surface so that the 
goldfish is placed on the edge of the poi to prevent tearing 
the paper.” 


Luna nodded her head with an, “Mhmm Mhmm.” Taking 
Wakana’s advice, she purchased another poi and tried one 
more time. 


“I'll give it a try.” And when she tried doing what Wakana 
told her- 


“Ah! | got it!” 


This time, it seemed to be successful. Without tearing the 
poi, she acquired one small goldfish in the bowl. 


“You did it.” 
“Yes, thanks to you, Wakana-san.” 


When Luna gave her thanks, Wakana’s glasses glittered and 
she looked smug. 


That’s funny..., With this thought in mind, Ichigo watched 
the scene unfold. Just like that, both Wakana and Luna got 
their goldfish successfully. 


“Manager, we got three fish!” Ichigo’s face broke into a 
smile as Luna happily showed him the goldfish in the plastic 
bag. 


“Good for you. You can get a goldfish bowl in the pet 
supplies section of the store, and you can keep it there.” 


“Yast” 


After playing goldfish scooping, Ichigo and the rest of the 
group met up with Sasaki and the others. The girls bought 
some food together at a food stall they found, and they all 
headed to the open space where several tables and chairs 
were set up. 


“""Cheers!””” As soon as they were seated, Sasaki, Ishidate, 
and Horinouchi held up the sake they had bought and began 
to drink vigorously. 
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“Would you like to join, managers?” 

“No, I’m good...” 

“Me too, I’m fine for today.” 


As the elders, Ichigo and Wakana casually declined the girls’ 
invitation. While refusing, Ichigo looked at the cans in Sasaki 
and the others’ hands. 


...It’s a large can of Strong Zero. 


What they were holding was soju, a high alcohol percentage 
liquor. 


....1 guess college girls these days can drink that stuff 
without a problem... Wait, don’t most people drink the most 
in their college years? Also, ts it safe to drink so vigorously?, 
Ichigo thought to himself in confusion. However, Ichigo’s 
worries quickly became a reality. 


“I know | said something like that earlier, but | really want a 
boyfriend!” 


“That’s right!” 


A few minutes after they started drinking, Sasaki and the 
others were already drunk. 


“Manager, | think | want a boyfriend after all.” 
“Can you introduce me to someone good?” 


“No, even if you say someone good...” 


When Sasaki and the others started to lose their composure, 
Ichigo too started to have a troubled look on his face. 
However, he didn’t mind. In his profession, he had to 
communicate with many people of various ages and 
genders. Although the girls were a little younger, they were 
all in their twenties. The conversation itself was not difficult. 
In fact, they were on the same wavelength. 


“When it comes to good people, there’s Aoyama-kun, isn’t 
there? | believe he’s also singl-“ 


“Yeah, no” 
“Seriously, no.” 
“That’s just impossible.” 


They all spoke with straight faces and said so. It was a jet 
stream attack with a bit of a bite. 


... Aoyama-kun, | pity you... 


“He’s a nice guy, though. There’s nothing wrong with dating 
him.” 


“I mean, Manager knew exactly how we would react when 
he mentioned Aoyama’s name.” 


“That’s not true. How bad of a personality do you think | 
have?” Ichigo chuckled. 


“But Aoyama-kun is very popular among elderly customers.” 
Then, Wakana interjected to follow up. 


“Right, he’s popular with the grandmas who often come to 
the store.” 


“That’s because he can carry heavy things with ease.” 
Sasaki and the others chuckled too. 


“What about you, Wakana-san? Is there anyone you’re 
interested in?” Ishidate, one of the female college students, 
asked Wakana. 


“Um... No one.” When the topic of conversation was 
suddenly directed at her, Wakana answered in confusion. 


“Well, | guess you don’t meet too many people in this job.” 


“But stories about employees getting married to each other, 
or something like part-timers getting married to employees 
are quite common, don’t you think?” 


“| wonder if the manager and Wakana-san will eventually 
become like that too.” 


The college girls, who seemed to be getting quite drunk, got 
carried away and started saying such things. Hearing this, 
Wakana’s cheeks flushed and she turned her face down as if 
she was embarrassed. 


“You're too drunk, Sasaki-san.” Ichigo, on the other hand, 
played it off like an adult. 


They were all so excited about it. However, Luna seemed a 
little uncomfortable in the group. Of all the members here, 
she was by far the youngest. And of course, she couldn’t 
drink alcohol. Therefore, it was only natural that she 
couldn’t get into the flow of the conversation. Still, she did 
her best to keep up the banter, to enjoy the moment as 
much as she could, and to keep the atmosphere from 
breaking. 


-Eventually. 


“Ugh... | feel disgusting.” It was an exciting time, but it 
might have turned out in the wrong direction. As a result of 
drinking at a fairly fast pace, Sasaki and the others were all 
drunk and exhausted. 


“My house is close. Do you want to have a rest?” 

“Then, please...” 

“Is that okay? I’m pretty groggy.” 

Seeing the wobbling college girls, Ichigo said with concern. 


“Please rest assured, Manager.” Then, Wakana turned to a 
Sharp look and said, “The girls are heading back in the same 
direction as me, so I'll take them back home.” 


“Are you sure about this, Wakana-san?” 


“It’s okay. Please don’t hesitate to rely on me.” Wakana, 
who assured him of this, had the same expression on her 
face as she had when they were on a business trip the other 
day. At the service area on their way home, to be exact. 


“Then... I’m sorry, Wakana-san, I'll leave the girls to you.” 


So although it was still a little early, they decided to disband 
for the day. 


“Thank you for today, Luna-chan.” 
“I’m sorry, we got a little carried away.” 
“You didn’t enjoy it much, did you?” 


“No, that’s not true at all, it was fun! Please invite me 
again!” Luna kept the same smile on her face, and with 


Ichigo, they saw Sasaki and the others off, as well as 
Wakana who was escorting them. 


“Now then...” When Sasaki and the others were out of sight, 
Ichigo looked down at Luna next to him. If the situation were 
to follow, she would be going home at this rate... 


.../f that’s the case, that’d be somewhat sad. 


She had prepared an outfit for the summer festival, dressed 
up, and looked so happy to be complimented by him. He 
couldn’t give her much attention and the adults all got 
excited by themselves. Would it be okay if things just ended 
like this? 


“What should we do?” As if naturally, Ichigo’s mouth 
muttered these words. “It’s still pretty early.” 


“.,.Ichi, from here to Ichi’s house, it’s close, isn’t it?” Then, 
perhaps because of Ichigo’s comment, she might have 
interpreted it as an invitation. While fidgeting, Luna said, 
“Can | go to Ichi’s house?” 


“ER.” 


“Ah, look.” Luna showed a plastic bag in her hand. It was 
food that they had bought from the stall beforehand. They 
had gone to the trouble of buying it, but due to the 
momentum of the alcohol, they ended up leaving it 
untouched. 


“.,.Right, it’s hard to eat it here, and it’s already cold. Let’s 
reheat it at my place and eat there.” 


| feel like I’m making up excuses, like some kind of bad guy 
hiding his ulterior motive to lure her in, |\chigo thought to 
himself 


At Ichigo who had agreed, Luna looked up at him and 
squinted her eyes lovingly. 


“...1chi, you’re so kind.” 

“Eh? | mean, isn’t this just the same as usual?” 
Luna smiled at Ichigo, who said so with a chuckle. 
“Yeah, so that means you're always kind.” 

“I guess that’s just the way it is...” 


At any rate, Ichigo decided to take Luna and head for his 
home. 


Thus, Ichigo brought Luna to the company housing where he 
lived. Fortunately, so far, no one had seen them together. 


“Excuse me for interrupting!” 
“Yeah... Just keep your voice down a bit, okay?” 


When he opened the front door, Luna, who had been quiet 
until then, shouted cheerfully, and took off her clogs to go 
up to the house. 


“Ehehe, it’s been a long time since I’ve been to Ichi’s 
house.” 


“Ye-Yeah.” 


Luna’s last visit was a bit of a bittersweet memory for 
various reasons. But now, she showed no signs of caring 
about that time at all. She seemed genuinely happy to be at 
Ichigo’s house again. 


“Alright, now, first...” 


The food they had bought from the stall was untouched and 
completely cold. Caught up in the pace of the drunken 
college girls, Luna didn’t have time to open it either. 


“Let’s reheat it in the microwave.” 


“Okay. Ah, that’s right!” Then Luna looked towards the living 
room window and made a suggestion. “Ichi’s house has a 
garden, right?” 


“Ah, yeah.” 


“Just for the sake of it, why don’t we eat outside?” Although 
they had come back from the venue, it seemed that she 
wanted to enjoy the summer festival atmosphere. 


“I see... Well, alright. Why not.” 


Luna’s idea was approved, and they decided to make use of 
the small garden outside the living room. Promptly, he 
opened the sweeping window and stepped out onto the 
porch. It would not be a problem, since the block wall and 
planting would be blocking the view from outside. And just 
in case, there was an outdoor table and chairs there. 


“It hasn’t been used for a while, so it’s a little dusty. I'll 
clean it up.” 


“Yes, then I’m going to go prepare the food until then.” 


Ichigo brought out a cloth and bucket and wiped down the 
chairs and tables, as well as sweeping the surrounding area. 
Then, he laid out a cloth on the table and lit mosquito coils 
on the porch, and everything was ready. 


“Sorry to keep you waiting, Ichi.” At that point, Luna had 
reheated the yakisoba and takoyaki and brought them over. 


“Yeah, I’m just about done here, too. You can change into 
those sandals over there and come down.” Ichigo beckoned 
Luna over to him as he put away the cleaning tools in the 
corner of the garden. 


“It looks delicious.” 
“Yeah.” 


The steam rising off of them and the smell of the savory 
Sauces and mayonnaise that they emitted had a different, 
more appetizing appeal than the more expensive dishes. 


“I took the liberty of using your plate. I’m sorry.” 


“No, that’s fine. Thank you for taking the effort to move the 
dish.” Her attention to detail was evident in the neatly 
arranged food on the plate. When Ichigo expressed his 
gratitude, Luna smiled shyly and said, “Ehehe.” 


“Also, here.” Then, she put something else on the table. It 
was a can of beer. 


“This is...” 


The long silver can, covered with condensation and water 
droplets, looked familiar. It was the one that Ichigo had 
bought in a case and kept a few in the refrigerator. 


“Ichi too, have a drink.” 
“Alcohol, huh...” 


“| feel like a summer festival, | feel like a summer festival.” 
Luna sang and opened the lid with a “pssst.” She then 


offered it to him saying, “Here.” 


“Well, since it’s a summer festival...” Under the influence of 
Luna’s youthful enthusiasm, Ichigo accepted the can of 
beer. 


...After all, it’s beer to celebrate the summer festival. 


He felt like he was forgetting something important, but his 
desire for beer overcame that question. He took a sip and 
drank it all at once. The cold beer flowed down his throat. 
The bitterness and the stimulation ran through with a 
pleasant cool sensation. The next thing he knew, he was 
munching on the yakisoba that Luna had prepared for him. 


“ Delicious.” 


He wondered why the yakisoba and beer went so well 
together. It must have obviously contained different 
nutrients than the ones sold at Chinese restaurants and 
convenience stores. 


“Is it really that good?” Seeing Ichigo enjoying beer and 
yakisoba and looking so happy, Luna looked envious. “Like 
Sasaki-san and the others, | hope to be able to drink alcohol 
soon, too.” 


“Hahaha, that’s still a long while away.” 


A summer festival-like meal and delicious sake. Ichigo and 
Luna indulged themselves in a satisfying dinner. 


“Oh, no more already?” 


“Here you go.” 


He put the empty can on the desk and Luna offered him the 
next one. It didn’t take long and he was already on his third 
one. 


“Thank you.” (T/N: *Sankyu instead of his usual Arigato.) 


With the alcohol in his system, Ichigo seemed to be ina 
Slightly upbeat mood. His attitude was different from usual, 
and Luna laughed at him funny. 


“Ah, here.” Then, Luna pulled something out of a small 
plastic bag. 


“It’s... Oh, this is the bonus from this beer, huh...” 


It was a promotional item attached to the case of canned 
beer. It was a kind of extra that was included when buying a 
case in this season. 


“Yeah, | thought it was kind of nice.” In the box were several 
Sparklers. “| haven’t had handheld fireworks in years.” 


As she said this, Luna glanced over at Ichigo. Ichigo smiled 
wryly. He knew exactly what she was thinking. 


“Let’s give it a go.” 
“Are you sure?” 


“Even though that was your plan all along.” Ichigo laughed 
and reached out his hand, patting Luna on the head. It was 
Supposed to be an ordinary gesture, like an adult playing 
with a child. But the action rendered Luna speechless for a 
moment, and an instant later, her cheeks flushed red. 


“Mhmm? What's the matter?” 


“Ichi... Seems that you’re kind of aggressive when you 
drink.” 


Wondering why Luna’s eyes were swimming, Ichigo said, 
“I’ve got mosquito coils for the ignition, so I'll go get some 
water,” and went up to the living room. Then, when he 
came back from inside the house with a bucket of water, he 
immediately lit some sparkles with Luna. 


“Wah~ Beautiful.” 


The sparklers flashed and shone, scattering fragile sparks of 
fire. Luna gazed lovingly at the tiny light. 


“Fireworks... It’s been a while, so it’s kind of refreshing.” 


It’s been a while, huh? | wonder if she used to do this a lot 
when her parents were still alive, or when it was just her 
and Sakura- 


Crouching down, Luna stared at the sparklers. Next to her 
like this, he imagined Sakura enjoying handheld fireworks 
with her. He selfishly hoped that it had been a very happy 
time. 


“Ah, It fell.” Eventually, a small red blob was torn off, and 
the flame extinguished without a sound. 


“Sparklers are cute.” 
“Yeah, it’s nice to have something like this once in a while-“ 


At that moment. 


“Ah ; ” 


“Hyuu~” An extended, high-pitched whistle-like sound could 
be heard. At the same time, Ichigo and Luna looked up 
above their heads. Instantly, a large, brightly colored flower 
bloomed in the night sky. A beat later, there was a rumbling 
sound. 


“| see... We left before the fireworks went off.” 


In the jet-black night sky, flowers of fire bloomed one after 
another. Suddenly, Ichigo returned his gaze. In front of him 
was the profile of Luna, whose eyes were sparkling as she 
looked up at the fireworks. 


An art of extreme magnitude, painted with many colors, and 
a graceful girl was gazing at such a magnificent sight. 
Luna’s figure was illuminated by the fireworks, and Ichigo 
couldn’t help but admire her. 


“Beautiful.” 
“Yeah...” 


At that point, Luna also seemed to notice that Ichigo was 
staring at her face. 


“Ichi?” 
“Yeah, I’m sorry. You were just really beautiful.” 


Because of the alcohol in his system, he couldn’t think or 
pay close attention to anything else, so he just said what he 
felt. At Ichigo’s comment, Luna’s face flushed to her ears at 
once, and she averted her gaze downward and fell silent. 


Feeling embarrassment that arrived a beat too late, Ichigo 
hurriedly turned his head away. 


“Uwaa...” Then, Ichigo’s body tilted unsteadily. His core had 
collapsed, and immediately, he put his hand on the table to 
Support his own weight. 


“Ichi, are you getting sleepy?” 
“Ah, yeah...” 


It seemed that he had gotten completely drunk. 
Dumbfounded by this, he wondered if he was always this 
weak with alcohol. 


...No, when I’m with her, | can’t help but drink at a faster 
pace. 


It was the same with the highball at their first meeting. Was 
it because he was nervous? Or was it because he was 
having fun? Ending up like this, he wouldn’t be able to say 
anything to those college girls. 


“I’m sorry. | think I’ve had a little too much alcohol.” As his 
drunken mind whirled with thoughts, Ichigo tried to move 
from the garden to the room inside. “I’m going to go drink 
some water and wash my face...” He said as he tried to 
climb up to the porch to get to the kitchen. 


“Are you Okay? Be careful of these steps, okay?” Then Luna, 
who had come running after, took Ichigo’s arm. With her 
escorting him, Ichigo went up to the porch and then into the 
living room. It became too hard for him to stand, so he 
slumped down on the couch. 


“I’m going to lie down for a bit.” 


“Yes, here, water.” Luna offered the mineral water she had 
brought from the refrigerator. 


“Thank you...” 


“I’m sorry, | made you drink more and more alcohol.” Luna 
gently stroked Ichigo’s head as he mumbled something 
about not feeling well. “Ichi, get some rest. I’ll take care of 
the cleanup.” 


“Sorry...” After muttering that much, Ichigo collapsed on the 
sofa. Just like this, he was swallowed by the irresistible 
desire to sleep, and lost his consciousness... 


“What should | do...” 


Afterwards, in place of Ichigo, who had fallen asleep drunk, 
Luna cleaned up the dishes. By the time she finished, it was 
late at night. She hadn’t realized it while she was talking to 
Ichigo, but it seemed that quite a bit of time had passed. 
There was no public transportation to leave Ichigo’s house 
to go home at this hour, and it was too late to take a cab. 
Furthermore, Ichigo had been drinking alcohol. It was 
impossible for him to drive a car. 


“I guess I'll just have to ask him to let me stay here...” 


Luna glanced at Ichigo, who was lying down on the sofa. He 
had completely fallen asleep and showed no signs of waking 


up. 


Quietly, Luna walked over to the couch. She then bent down 
and looked at Ichigo’s face at a very close distance. 


“chi.” 


-Recently, the distance between Ichigo and her seemed to 
be getting smaller. Initially, despite his wish to keep an 
appropriate distance from each other, she acted out of 
control by barging into his store as a part-timer. Driven by 
her selfish thoughts, she forced herself onto his lips. After 
that, she realized how bothersome she had been and, in 
accordance with his words, tried to keep an appropriate 
distance. 


.. However, she didn’t know how to keep an appropriate 
distance, or rather, she didn’t know what she should do at 
all. There was, of course, no one she could talk to. 


But then one day, while she was in such agony, Ichigo 
noticed, and he walked up to her. Ichigo would always be 
there to help her. She was lost, depressed, and struggling 
with self-loathing on her own, but he sensed this and came 
to her rescue. 


The boy of her first love, whom her mother talked about in 
her memories. The ideal person she had envisioned ever 
since she was a child, was even more than ideal. Luna felt 
that she and Ichigo were getting to know each other, and 
little by little, their hearts were getting closer. This made her 
incredibly happy. 


‘| will definitely make you love me for who | am, | swear.’ 


That day, she said these words to Ichigo. She couldn’t stop 
herself from bursting out, and her true feelings overflowed. 
She knew that Ichigo was looking at her as if she were her 
mother, Sakura. 


But one day, one day, he would really love her for who she 
was aS a woman. 


She could only hope so. 
...By any Chance... 


Earlier, when she was looking up at the fireworks, he told 
her she was beautiful. Her heart started racing, her face got 
all heated up, and she was so happy that she couldn’t speak 
at all. That’s why, she thought. That now, just maybe, Ichigo 
was really thinking of Luna- 


“Ugh...” 


Luna was immersed in the raging passion swirling inside her 
and her imagination of a happy future. Then, the Ichigo in 
front of her snarled and opened his eyes. 


“Ah, Ichi, did | wake you?” 
“...Mhmm.” 


Maybe it was because of the presence of someone 
approaching nearby, or maybe it was a voice she had made. 
While Luna was worried about this, Ichigo looked up at her 
with a pair of stunned eyes. A light of relief dawned in his 
eyes, which were a mixture of drunkenness and sleepiness. 
With a smile of happiness on his face, Ichigo called out her 
name lovingly. 


“ Sakura.” 


Luna’s mind went completely blank for a moment. At the 
same time, she had a flashback of her past memories with 
Ichigo until now. Memories of fun, of happiness, of being 
close near each other’s hearts. In the depths of all that, the 


scene of the day when Ichigo was talking lovingly about her 
mother came back to her. 


-Little by little, making him love her for who she was- 


These words that had just come to her mind, and the 
happiness that she had envisioned, now seemed hollow and 
ridiculous. A flash of pain shot through her, expanding in an 
instant. She didn’t know how to calm down- 


Before she realized it, she had brought her own face close to 
Ichigo’s and placed her lips on his. 


“Ugh...” 


He was having a headache. With such an unpleasant feeling 
settling in his head, Ichigo woke up. 


... Where am | and what am | doing? 


With indistinct thoughts, he tried to read the visual 
information. In his blurry vision, he couldn’t see much 
because of the backlighting, but he could tell that someone 
was very close by. She was dressed in a light blue yukata on 
a white background, her black hair tied up in a bun, her 
eyes covered with long eyelashes- 


Ah, it’s her. 


That summer - At the summer festival. He had tried to bury 
and forget about it, but it was supposed to be the best 
memory of his life- 


He smiled and called out her name, as if seeking her. 


“Sakura.” 


The moment he said that, her face...distorted. Her face had 
a look of grief. 


Why? 


He didn’t want to see her make this kind of face. He 
wouldn’t let her. In the midst of his jumbled thoughts, Ichigo 
finally realized something. 


Wrong, she was not Sakura. 
She was Luna. 


By the time he became aware of this, it was already too 
late. Luna’s body moved closer, and skin against skin, lips 
pressed against lips. Touching, overlapping, resulting in all 
of his five senses covered by her. 


Leaning closer, she wrapped her arms around Ichigo’s head, 
refusing to let go. It was a strong force, as if she was trying 
to paint over something, or as if she was trying to cover 
something up. He could feel her desperate momentum. 


“St-Stop!” Ichigo hurriedly jumped away from Luna’s body. 


“Ah...” Luna, who had been pushed away and slumped to 
the floor, let out a faint voice. 


It seemed that she had come to her senses. She must have 
realized what she had done just now. 


“...l’m sorry.” Luna apologized in a muffled voice. 


Looking at her figure, Ichigo thought bitterly. It was as if he 
was seeing the same scene all over again. Right in this 
house, in this living room on that day when he rejected her. 


“No... Just now, that was my fault.” Ichigo said, holding his 
forehead, as if he too, was reflecting on himself. 


Yes, it was completely his fault. To mistake her for Sakura 
was beyond inconsiderate. 


“...You clean up the place, right? Thank you.” 


The words of gratitude he uttered to cover up his mistake 
were terribly flimsy. Luna remained silent. The combination 
of drunkenness and confusion made it difficult for Ichigo to 
think clearly. 


“... hat yukata...is probably what Sakura wore in the past.” 


If he continued to keep his mouth shut, he would only waste 
time trying to come up with something to follow up on. 
Therefore, Ichigo decided to be honest. 


“| went to a summer festival with her once, and just 
recently, a memory of that time came back to me. You're 
exactly like the Sakura in that memory...” 


“That’s why | mistook you.” The only thing he could do was 
to string together a bunch of excuses. He was angry with 
himself for that. 


“Is that so...” Hearing Ichigo’s words, Luna opened her 
mouth. She had a sneer on her face, as if she had been 
forced to make it. She clutched the hem of her yukata with 
trembling hands, as if she didn’t know how to deal with her 
emotions. “...Mother was really beautiful, wasn’t she?” 


Ah, not good, 


He realized that he had misspoken. Earlier, he gave a praise 
to Luna, saying that she was beautiful. She now thought 
that statement was about her mother. All those words were 
directed at Sakura, who was superimposed on Luna, 
implying she was just a replacement for Sakura. It was like 
saying she was a mannequin modeled after her. 


“That’s not it.” Ichigo shouted, his tone growing stronger. 
“You were beautiful.” 


It was not a cover-up nor was it an excuse. The praise was 
undoubtedly for Luna. He wanted to tell her that the 
happiness she had given him was not fake, no matter what. 


“That yukata looks great on you, Luna-san. | thought it was 
very attractive and lovely the way you worked so hard to 
dress up. The way you were looking up at the fireworks was 
like a painting. That’s why | said it. | said it to you.” 


Without any impurities, and without being conscious of 
strange cares, he told her only his true feelings. A feeling of 
immaturity, but full of pure radiance that he was sure he 
once had. He remembered that, and with that in mind and a 
strong will, Ichigo shouted. 


At his serious expression, Luna instantly rounded her eyes 
like she was surprised. Then, as if her eagerness had been 
recognized, she eventually let her eyes drop in admiration. 
She wiped her eyes and brushed away the tears. 


“Thank you, Ichi.” So she replied with a smile. 


His feelings were understood. Perhaps more than the words 
of praise itself, the fact that it was directed at her calmed 
her down from the anxiety she was beginning to feel. At any 
rate, Ichigo felt relieved. He couldn’t believe he had fallen 
asleep drunk and made such a mistake. 


...1 Shouldn’t have taken that drink... Ah. 


At that moment, Ichigo realized that he had yet again made 
another mistake. 


“I’m sorry... | really should have given you a ride home, but | 
had a drink.” 


When he drank that beer, he felt like he was missing out on 
something important - This was it. 


“No, don’t worry about it. It was my fault for offering alcohol 
to begin with.” As if to say, “Don’t blame yourself...” Luna 
smiled gently with a troubled face and responded to Ichigo. 


“.,.But the bus isn’t even running at this time of night.” 
“That’s right.” 


So much for self-loathing, they turned their attention to 
reality and to solving the problem. 


“Calling a taxi... Yeah, no.” It would be a little suspicious for 
a high school girl to call a cab alone at this hour. 


...AS this was the case, there was no other choice but this 
one solution. 


“You can stay here today.” Ichigo suggested as he got up 
from the sofa. “I'll drive you home in the morning.” 


“Is that okay?” 


“It can’t be helped... Or more like, it’s only natural since it’s 
my fault.” Ichigo pointed towards the entrance of the living 
room, towards the hallway. “There’s a bed in my bedroom, 
you're welcome to use it.” 


“Really? Thank you, Ichi.” 


“Yeah... Ah.” This was when Ichigo realized. Right now, Luna 
was in a yukata. “What to do about the clothes...” 


As one would expect, sleeping in a yukata is not a good 
idea... When Ichigo put his hand over his mouth and was 
troubled, Luna suggested, “Ah, well then.” 


“If Ichi could lend me one of his shirts, that would be great.” 


“Eh, you don’t mind?” Ichigo was baffled by the idea that 
Luna had brought up. “My shirt is... In the first place, | don’t 
even think it would fit.” 


“It’s okay, a little bit oversized should be just fine for 
sleepwear.” 


He wondered if that’s how it Is. 


...Well, | guess that could be true. | think I’ve seen a lot of 
oversized shirts in women’s sleepwear. 


Well, there was no other choice, and if she was okay with it, 
then there was no need for any extra intervention. 


“All right. There should be a new, unused piece of shirt in 
the bedroom drawer, so you can use it. Also, feel free to use 
the bathroom.” 


“Okay, thank you...” Saying that, Luna left the living room 
and headed for the bedroom. After seeing her off, Ichigo laid 


down on the sofa once again. 


The atmosphere was still a litthe awkward. However, it 
couldn't be helped. After all that had happened, Luna had 
done well to regain her composure. 


“| have to be more careful.” 


A short time later, the sound of water could be heard 
coming from the bathroom. Apparently, Luna was taking a 
shower. Meanwhile, Ichigo laid his body down in a state of 
idleness, thinking of nothing in order to rest his head, which 
was still drunk even though he was no longer drowsy. 


“Ichi...” 


A good amount of time had passed before he realized it. 
When someone called his name from the entrance of the 
living room, Ichigo raised his head. 


“What is it, Luna-sa-“ 


There, stood Luna who had just finished taking a shower. 
She was dressed in an oversized shirt, which was one of 
Ichigo’s personal shirts. Her skin was slightly stained cherry 
red after the bath, and from the hem of the shirt, her 
beautiful legs peeked out uncovered. 


“Thanks for the bath. Also, | borrowed your shirt, are you 
sure this was a good idea?” 


“Ah... Yeah, no problem.” Ichigo was taken aback by how 
vulnerable and seductive she looked, but he tried his best to 
keep his composure as he answered. “A-Anyway, it’s late, so 
let’s get some sleep.” 


“Yes, good night...” 


Luna turned her back to the living room with a hesitant 
gesture. He wondered if her reservation was still prevailing 
in her personality. But then, Luna suddenly looked back at 
Ichigo. 





“Um...” 


“What's the matter?” 


, 


“Because | feel sorry that Ichi is sleeping on the couch...’ 
Hesitantly, as if she was guilty of something, Luna 
whispered. “If you like... Together...” 


“ER?” 
parted Let’s sleep on the bed?” 
“H-HMM!?” 


Ichigo couldn’t help but shout at the shocking statement. 
Ichigo himself was well aware of Luna’s personality. 
Considering her nature of wanting to repay people’s 
kindness, she probably did not have any malicious 
intentions, but was simply speaking out of the kindness of 
her heart. However, the timing of her words, and the way it 
was Said- 


Then, seeing Ichigo’s reaction, Luna must have understood 
once again what she had said. Her face, which was already 
very flushed after the bath, turned bright red all at once as 
if it had been boiled. 


“U-Uh, ne-nevermind! Good night!” Luna shouted ina 
desperate attempt to cover it up, and strode away. 


“...Hah...” AS soon as he heard the sound of the bedroom 
door slamming shut, Ichigo collapsed onto the sofa. Looks 
like he might need to give her some more emotional 
Support. 


“This is difficult.” 


Ichigo understood this very well as he was once again, 
anguished by this not-so-simple relationship. 


-And then night dawned. 


After letting Luna stay at his house for the night, Ichigo 
decided to take her home early the next morning. After 
dropping her off at her house, he would go straight to work. 
Dressed in his work clothes, Ichigo drove Luna, who was 
once again dressed in a yukata, to her apartment. 


“...Ne, Ichi.” 


On the second floor of the apartment building, right after 
exchanging goodbyes in front of her room next to the stairs, 


“Can we see each other again tonight?” Luna asked with a 
serious expression on her face. 


For a moment, he was taken aback. After everything that 
happened last night, he might have caused some kind of 
deep wound in her heart. 


“I don’t mind. What’s the matter?” That’s why he had an 
obligation to take responsibility for that. Ichigo thought 
while accepting her proposal as sincerely as he could. 


“.... was wondering if | could talk to you about something for 
a bit. Ah, but if you’re busy, we can do it another time.” 


Her gesture was distant, but the expression in her eyes was 
serious. This...might have been said with a lot of courage. 


“It’s fine. If it’s after work, I’m not busy. What do you want 
to talk about?” 


“.,About my parents’ house,” Luna said. “About Grandma 
and Grandpa’s house.” 


Luna’s parents’ house. Upon hearing those words, Ichigo 
instantly felt a dull ache seep into his brain. In other words, 
that’s Sakura’s parents’ house. 


Sakura’s father and mother. 


The girl’s parents, the ones who made Sakura disappear 
from Ichigo’s life. 


To an unsettled Ichigo, Luna continued, 


“I’m going back to my parents’ house to visit my mother’s 
grave for the upcoming Obon Festival.” 


“So...” Luna looked at Ichigo with clinging eyes. 


“Il was wondering if Ichi would like to come with me.” 


Chapter 5: Family 


-He remembered the memory of Sakura’s parents’ house. 


A long time ago, when he was a child, Ichigo used to go to 
Sakura’s house to play. Sakura’s family were a wealthy 
family who ran their own business, and their house, 
although not a mansion, was a magnificent Western-style 
building compared to the average family. 


‘Ah, hello.’ 


He rang the doorbell next to the nameplate that read ‘Ito’ 
and asked for permission to enter. At the door, Sakura’s 
mother greeted Ichigo, 


‘Welcome, Ichigo-kun.’ 


She gave off the impression of being soft and gentle, with a 
vague resemblance to Sakura. Unlike Sakura’s black hair, 
her wavy and soft chestnut hair was tied into a single 
bundle and hung over her shoulders. 


‘Sorry to bother you, Auntie.’ 


‘Wait a minute, I'll go get Sakura. She better not still be 
sleeping even though Ichigo-kun Is coming.’ 


He made sure to greet Sakura’s parents properly when he 
visited them at their home. Maybe it wasn’t so much about 
politeness and courtesy as it was about the unique, upper- 
class atmosphere that this family had. In his childish mind, 
he was conscious of the need to behave properly. 


‘Oh, Ichigo-kun. Thank you for coming.’ 


Sakura’s father also appeared. He was the president of the 
company dealing with fruit and vegetable processing, 
product development, and distribution, so to speak. His 
black hair was cut short and he had a dignified face. He was 
a strong-looking man with glasses and a sturdy body. 
However, he didn’t give off a scary vibe, but rather the 
opposite, giving off the impression of being generous, kind, 
and hardworking. 


At that moment- 


‘Good grief, Sakura. How long would it take you to get 
ready? Ichigo-kun is already here.’ 


‘1 get it, Mom. Don’t say It so loud.’ 


Sakura came down from the stairs that led to the second 
floor. When she spotted Ichigo, she smiled shyly. 


‘Good morning, Ichi.’ 


She was wearing a soft colored summer sweater and a 
pleated skirt. Her flowing jet-black hair was the same as 
always. She had a refreshing scent, reminiscent of citrus. 


There she was, looking like a goddess. 


An earnest and hard-working uncle, a kind and gentle aunt, 
then, a neat and lovely young lady. It wouldn’t be surprising 
if it became a painting. It was exactly what he thought an 
ideal family would look like. However- 


Fifteen years ago, Sakura’s family failed in their business. 
Since their sales were good, they decided to expand their 
business and spent a lot of money on advertising, but it did 
not go well and they ended up with a lot of debt. 


In order to save the family from the crisis, Sakura got 
engaged to the president of a large company. It was a 
political marriage. After Sakura got engaged and left for 
abroad, Sakura’s parents also moved away, probably 
because it became too difficult for them to stay in the area. 


The connection between Ichigo and Sakura was completely 
severed, in a way that was so cruel and dreadful- 


-According to the calendar, it was now approaching the 
middle of August. It was the time of year when the world’s 
summer vacation had entered its second half. 


Cumulonimbus clouds, like a giant beehive, sat in the blue 
Sky. Under such an azure sky, a car was driving on the 
highway. In the driver’s seat, holding the steering wheel, 
was Ichigo. And in the passenger seat, sat Luna. Both of 
them were in casual clothes today. 


“Are you nervous?” 
“Y-Yeah.” 


When Ichigo asked her, she replied in a stammering voice. 
Luna, sitting in the passenger seat, had a slightly gloomy 
expression on her face. 


“....hank you Ichi for coming with me today.” Luna said 
coyly, looking up at him, and Ichigo smiled calmly, as if to 
relieve her of her tension. 


“No, thank you for giving me this opportunity. It’s been a 
long time since I’ve had the chance to say hello to Sakura’s 
parents.” 


Currently, Ichigo and Luna were on their way to Luna’s 
parents’ house. In other words, the house where Sakura’s 
parents were living. Sakura’s full name before her marriage 
was Sakura Ito. Therefore, they were on their way to the Ito 
family. 


The expression on Luna’s face on the way to her parents’ 
house was not a cheerful one. The relationship between her 
and her parents’ house had been mentioned before by Luna 
herself. It was fragmented... And it didn’t look good. But in 
no case that meant they were rejecting her. Luna also had 
also described Sakura’s parents, her grandfather and 
grandmother, as good people. However, it didn’t seem that 
they understood the anguish and darkness that she had in 
her heart. 


With all that said, it was a long weekend trip to the home of 
the guardian who was taking care of her. She couldn’t not 
go home. Regardless of the circumstances, that house was 
now acting as a substitute parent, watching over Luna’s 
growth, and most importantly- 


“| see... Sakura’s grave is over there.” 
“..Yeah.” 


Visiting Sakura’s grave. This was one of the reasons why 
Ichigo and Luna were going to her parents’ house today. 
Sakura’s remains were resting in the grave of her parents, 
the Ito family, not her husband, the Hoshigami family. 


Although Luna’s family name was Hoshigami, Sakura was in 
the grave of the Ito family... There might be some deep- 
rooted circumstances there that were beyond his 
imagination, or that it would be better to try not to imagine 
it too much, but he didn’t want to force himself to find out at 
this moment. Because first, they had to face the problems 
that loomed ahead of them. 


... Visiting Sakura’s grave, huh... 


It was an act that definitely made him conscious of Sakura’s 
death, even though he had always been very conscious of it. 
It was painful, but it didn’t mean he didn’t want to go. 
Rather, he wanted to go. He wanted to face it. To face 
Sakura’s death while taking this opportunity and be firm. 


Glancing at the passenger seat, he saw Luna, who was still 
keeping her mouth shut. More than anything, what he was 
worried about right now was that girl. 


Maybe she had originally wanted to talk to Ichigo about this 
that night at the summer festival. She might have relied on 
Ichigo, who had declared that he would help Luna if 
anything happened to her. 


However, after ‘what happened’, she once again felt 
confused and hesitant about approaching Ichigo... 


... That’s my fault. 


Ichigo then turned the wheel and changed lanes. Luna 
looked up and reacted to the sudden shifting movement of 
the vehicle that had been running straight ahead to the 
side. 


“Let’s take a break.” 
“Ah, yeah...” 


Ichigo’s car drove straight into the service area on the side 
of the road. It was a small service area with no significant 
facilities or buildings, only vending machines and toilets. 


“I’m going to get a drink.” 
“Ah, I'll go too...” 


“No, it’s fine. I'll go myself.” Restraining Luna’s attempt to 
move, Ichigo quickly exited the driver’s seat and headed 
towards the row of vending machines. He bought a bottle of 
iced café au lait there and returned to the car. 


“Here.” Then, he passed it to Luna in the passenger seat. 
“This time, a cold one.” 


Ichigo remembered when he rejected her before, she 
became unstable and wandered off into the mountains, and 
he had to search her out. At that time, he also remembered 
that he had bought a café au lait to calm Luna down. 


“It’s okay.” Ichigo encouraged Luna as he handed her the 
café au lait and climbed into the driver's seat. “At least 
you're not alone. I’m here. If you’re having a hard time, I’m 
here to help you.” 


“\..17m sorry.” 
“It’s okay. Because that’s why I’m here with you.” 


Yes, facing Sakura’s death, greeting her parents for the first 
time in a long time. It wasn’t all about the past. In the 


present, right here and now, there was a girl, Luna, who was 
suffering. Helping her was also an important responsibility 
that he had taken upon himself. 


At Ichigo’s words, Luna smiled with her eyes moistening. 
“...l’m So glad you’re here, Ichi.” 


...If Sakura’s smile was that of a goddess, then this girl’s 
smile was that of an angel. 


...Again, | took the liberty of comparing her to Sakura... I’ve 
learnt nothing at all 


, Ichigo reflected on the situation in secret. 


Then, after a short break, the car resumed its journey and 
left the service area. 


“.,.We’re here. Is this the right place?” 
“Yeah.” 


Driving from the city where Ichigo and Luna lived, and 
crossing several mountains and prefectures, it took about 
three hours. It was a rather rural area with a long and quiet 
landscape. 


They arrived in front of a magnificent mansion built on top 
of a slightly elevated hill. Even though it was a mansion... It 
was not at the level of what one would call a grand mansion. 
It was more like a relatively large Japanese house compared 
to the norm. However, the magnificent gate and the 


automatic entrance door clearly set it apart from the 
average home. 


This was the house where Luna’s grandfather and 
grandmother... In other words, Sakura’s parents, were 
currently living. 


“The company and the factory...?” 
“It’s not near, but it’s only a short distance away.” 


Ichigo’s question was answered by Luna. Apparently, it was 
just like back then. The family business was still able to 
continue, which was a relief. 


Luna’s maternal grandfather and grandmother, Sakura’s 
father and mother. 


Fifteen years ago, after a failed business venture and 
Sakura’s engagement, Sakura’s parents moved away, 
probably because they had a hard time staying in the area. 
Now, for the first time in 15 years, he was able to come to 
the house they had moved to. 


va Seat 


The house was located on top of a small mountain, so 
looking back, the view of the open landscape could be seen. 
In the distance, he could see the horizon. The location of 
this house was relatively close to the sea, though it would 
still be several kilometers from here to the nearest beach. 


Still, was it a coincidence or was it inevitable? For Ichigo, 
who had been experiencing the memory of that summer 


when he went to the beach with Sakura for the past few 
days, he couldn’t help but feel something fated. 


“Did you tell your Grandma and Grandpa about me?” 
“Yes, | told them in advance, so it should be fine.” 


“I see... Yosh!” Ichigo then took a deep breath to calm 
himself down. 


Luna’s nervousness might have been contagious. No... 
Ichigo’s own nervousness peaked as soon as he saw the 
house in front of him. 


“Are you nervous too, Ichi?” 
“Ah... Yeah.” 


At that moment, Luna guessed exactly what was happening. 
As people who were feeling the same way, they might have 
been able to communicate with each other. The two of them 
looked at each other and smiled. 


“Then, let’s go.” 
“Yas,” 


Then, having made up his mind, Ichigo rang the doorbell. He 
rang the doorbell next to the Japanese-style nameplate that 
read ‘Ito’. Just like back then. 


The faint ringing sound was repeated several times... Then, 
‘Yes,’ said a voice from the receiver on the door. It was the 
voice of an elderly woman. 


“This is Luna. | have returned home.” 


“Ara, welcome back, Luna-chan. I'll open the gate now.” A 
few seconds later, the side gate opened automatically. 


“The voice just now...” 
“That was Grandma.” 


They walked through the open gate and entered the 
grounds. They walked past the magnificent Japanese garden 
with its neatly pruned pine tree, and then to the entrance of 
the mansion, where the door was already opened. There, a 
woman was waiting. 


... This person Is... 


Fifteen years had passed since then. In other words, her 
current age was probably in her late fifties. However, she 
looked and felt much younger than her actual age. Her 
chestnut-colored hair, tied into a single bun and draped over 
her shoulders, was still the same as it was back then. 
Intuitively, he recognized her without any introduction. She 
was Sakura’s mother, whom he hadn't seen in 15 years. 


“Welcome back, Luna-chan.” She said to Luna with a gentle 
smile. It was a cheerful smile with softness and a glimpse of 
personality that was appropriate for her age. She then 
shifted her gaze to Ichigo, who was standing on Luna’s side. 
“...You are Ichigo-kun?” 


“Yes, it’s been a while.” 
Should | give her the souvenir sweets in my hand right now? 


He didn’t know if he was too relaxed or nervous as he was 
thinking such unimportant thoughts. This was the first time 
he had seen her since he was a child and after everything 
that had happened. 


“Ichigo-kun...” 


First of all, what kind of expression should he make, and 
what kind of words should he speak? 


When Ichigo hesitated, she opened her eyes wide- 


“Are you really Ichigo-kun!? Oh my God, you’ve grown up so 
well!” She jumped up and down with great joy. It was an 
innocent reaction, like that of an excited high school girl. 
“It’s been fifteen years since I’ve seen you. You’ve grown 
up! You were such a cute little boy back then, but now 
you're a full grown man! Look at you!” 


“Ah, yes. Auntie too, is still as beautiful as ever...” 


“Wah, you’ve now got such flattery! The years really fly by! 
Moreover, you’re now the manager of the store where Luna 
works, right? What a coincidence, | can’t believe it! What 
kind of miracle is this!? Still, you’ve become such a 
handsome man!” 


She had been informed beforehand and allowed him to visit, 
so he didn’t think she would be that surprised... Ichigo was 
rather put off by Sakura’s mother’s unexpectedly high- 
spirited reaction. She seemed to have changed a lot from 
the chaste and innocent impression she gave off 15 years 
ago. 


“Um, here. It’s a small gift, if | may.” 


“Oh dear, I’m happy. Now, come on, come on up, you two. 
I'll prepare the sweets you brought and some tea.” 


“Ah, yes.” 


At Sakura’s mother’s suggestion, or rather at her urging, 
Ichigo and Luna took off their shoes. 


“But it’s really been a long time, I’m so glad. I’m sorry to 
keep asking you this, but you’re the manager of the store 
where Luna works, right?” 


“Yes, well...” 


Sakura’s mother asked, still in a feverish state. She seemed 
genuinely surprised, and perhaps because she was also 
feeling upbeat, she kept repeating the same topic. 


However, Ichigo chuckled at her reaction, and in turn, found 
his heart calming down. When he realized that the other 
party was also in a state of excitement, he could sense that 
the tension was rapidly dissipating. 


“No, it’s not like | happen to be the manager of the store 
she works at by chance.” 


“Yes, yes, | heard that story too. You saved Luna-chan from 
being attacked by thugs, didn’t you? How manly of you.” 
Sakura’s mother put her hands on her cheeks and talked 
about her admiration for him with a, “Kyaa!“ 


It seemed that Luna had also explained to her about her 
encounter with Ichigo. 


Attacked by thugs... Well, the content seemed to be a little 
bit different. 


“Grandma, Kugiyama-san is a little troubled.” Then, Luna 
followed up from the side with a giggle. 


“Oh dear, I’m so sorry.” Sakura’s mother said, looking 
embarrassed. 


...Luna-san seems to have no problem talking to auntie. 


“But really, | can’t believe that Ichigo-kun, who was so small 
and cute, has become such a great member of society. | feel 
like I’m talking about my own child, and I’m crying filled 
with happiness.” Saying this, Sakura’s mother wiped her 
eyes. 


Ichigo also felt a choking sensation in the back of his throat 
at her behavior. 


“Me too... I’m happy to see Auntie again.” 


It’s kind of ridiculous how nervous | was with all the various 
conflicting and dim thoughts | was having, |chigo thought. 


Fifteen years had passed, and there was the dramatic break- 
up. Because of this, he was anxious to see her again... But 
this person hadn’t changed. No, the impression was 
somewhat different, but not in an unpleasant way. After all, 
she was Sakura’s mother, and also a kind and gentle person 
at that. 


That beautiful mother, which he thought was the ideal 
mother, was just the way she was, and she had grown up 
steadily over the years. This fact alone made him feel at 
ease. 


“Then, wait for me in the tatami room here.” 


As she led them down the corridor, they came to a back 
room with a view of the courtyard. Sakura’s mother pointed 
at the closed sliding door and said, 


“Father is also in the tatami room, so you can talk to him 
after a long time. Don’t forget to say hello too, Luna-chan.” 


(T/N: Grandma calls Grandpa ‘Otosan’ which translates to 
father.) 


-Sakura’s father. 


At that moment, Ichigo felt Luna’s body tremble a little as 
She followed behind him. 


“Luna-san?” 


Before he could contemplate her modulation, the three of 
them arrived at the tatami room. Sakura’s mother put her 
hand on the sliding door and opened it. 


“Father, Luna-chan and Ichigo-kun are here.” 


Inside the tatami room, a man was sitting cross-legged ona 
cushion, waiting. 


He was an elderly man, but his well-built physique seemed 
very familiar. Therefore, Ichigo recognized him at a glance. 


“Ah... It’s been a while.” 


He turned his head in silence at Ichigo’s greeting. His gray 
hair had increased and the wrinkles on his face had become 
deeper and darker. He wore black-rimmed glasses and his 
solemn face showed that he had gone through a lot of 
hardship. There was no sign of the cheerful, earnest, ideal 
father he used to be. A man, with no expression, tight-lipped 
and stern like a mute rock, was there. 


“Please, sit down.” As Sakura’s mother told them, Ichigo and 
Luna sat upright on the cushions that had been prepared for 
them. Across the wooden table, they were facing Sakura’s 
father. 


Sakura’s mother left the tatami room, and a heavy 
atmosphere settled inside. Ichigo wondered if the man was 
really Sakura’s father. 


...No, my gut Is telling me. 


No doubt about it, they were the same person. However, 
just like Sakura’s mother, his impression was... 


“.,.Ichigo-kun.” Then and there, he opened his mouth to 
Ichigo, who was running through his thoughts in his head. 


“Yes!” Ichigo unconsciously straightened his back and 
reacted. 


To such Ichigo, Sakura’s father- 
“It’s been a while.” 


His face was filled with a soft smile. The voice that came out 
of his throat was gentle and warm. Ichigo was almost 
Shaken by the gap between his previous impression and this 
one. 


“...It’s been a while, Uncle.” He was able to reply naturally. 
The expression on the face of the man in front of him was 
the same as it had been 15 years ago. Hence, he felt 
calmer. 


“I’m glad to hear you’re doing well. You look splendid, and | 
heard that you’re now the manager of a big store? That’s 
great.” 


“Th-Thank you very much.” 


The calm and dignified tone of his voice spoke favorably of 
Ichigo. Feeling somewhat embarrassed, Ichigo scratched his 
hair. 


What the heck... He hasn’t changed. 


Even though they hadn’t seen each other in 15 years, the 
conversation was more normal than expected. He even felt 
nostalgic. But then, Ichigo noticed another feeling that 
didn’t feel right. 


“,,.Luna-san?” 


Luna beside him didn’t join in the conversation at all. She 
seemed to be wary of Sakura’s father’s presence... No, he 
could feel her atrophy. It was like a child facing a stern 
father’s scolding. 


“.,.Luna, | heard that you are currently working part-time at 
Ichigo-kun’s store.” 


Then, the conversation turned to her. This was the moment 
the air and atmosphere that Sakura’s father wore changed 
completely. It was just like a few minutes ago, when the 
door to this room was first opened. His expression was grim. 


“| hope you’re not causing any trouble?” 
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The air was like lead. The situation was so extreme and the 
shift was beyond his comprehension that Ichigo had no 
choice but to keep his mouth shut. 


“...Ichigo-kun. We have a lot to talk about, but could you 
excuse us fora moment?” At that moment, Sakura’s father 
urged Ichigo to leave the room. 


“ER.” 


“We have something important to discuss, family to family. 
I’m sorry to behave this way to you who is our guest, but it 
will only take a moment.” 


He was so intimidating that Ichigo had no choice but to 
agree and quietly leave his seat. 


“Luna-san, do you mind?” He whispered to the girl next to 
him. 


“Ah... Yes, I’m sorry. AS my grandfather said, it will only take 
a few moments.” Luna said in a stiff tone. 


Once he was told that, Ichigo had no choice but to 
disappear from the scene. Quietly, he left the tatami room. 
As he was leaving, he caught a glimpse of Luna’s face, 
which had a sad expression as though she was enduring 
something painful. 


“.,.What should | do...” After leaving the tatami room, Ichigo 
was at a loss. 


.../mportant family to family talk, huh... 


After all, he was still an outsider who had just arrived here. 
He couldn’t just walk in there like that. However, he couldn’t 
just stand in the hallway all the time, and even if it was 
force majeure, there was no way he could eavesdrop. So 
Ichigo decided to search for the kitchen first. 


“Ara, |chigo-kun.” 


As he headed towards it, he was able to detect the presence 
of a moving person. He peeked into the room and, as 
expected, found the kitchen, where Sakura’s mother was 
preparing tea. 


“I’ve been opening the sweets you gave me.” 
“Yes, thank you very much.” 
“What about Father and Luna-chan?” 


“Ah, there’s something important they need to talk about, 
so I’ve excused myself for a moment.” 


“| see...” Muttering, Sakura’s mother turned her face down. 
Her expression turned cloudy, and he could see it. 


“\.'ll help too.” Ichigo said, and crawled into the kitchen. 
“I’m sorry for the visit today. | took advantage of Luna-san’s 
homecoming and came here out of the blue.” Ichigo said as 
he placed the teapot filled with tea leaves, teacups, and 
some sweets on a tray. 


“No, it’s fine, you Know? | was surprised when | first heard 
about it, but | was more than happy to see Ichigo-kun again 
after so long.” Sakura’s mother said in a cheerful tone of 
voice as she waited for the water in the electric pot to boil. 
“Besides, | can’t thank you enough for getting Luna-chan 
back here safely.” 


“No, that’s not true...” 


...For Sakura’s parents, who reminded him of the memories 
of that time, what kind of existence did he really have? Was 
he an abhorrent memory? Or someone they didn’t want to 
remember? 


There was no way to be sure. Ichigo wondered if they were 
really happy about him coming here as he was really curious 
about that. 


...But judging from their reaction to his visit today, Ichigo’s 
appearance was apparently not a bother to them. 


So then, in their minds, had the memories of Sakura mostly 
faded away? The thought of this made his heart buzz a little. 


“Does Luna-san and Uncle not get along very well?” Maybe 
it was an unconscious attempt to hide the buzz, but Ichigo 
found himself asking straight away. 


“.,.Have you heard anything from that girl?” After a few 
short moments, Sakura’s mother asked. 


“Well... No, this is just my speculation.” 


“But that girl did show some signs that made you think that, 
didn’t she?” At that moment, Sakura’s mother smiled at 
Ichigo. “Ichigo-kun, that girl trusts you, doesn’t she? I’m 
kind of surprised and happy about that.” 


“Yeah...” 


“I can’t believe she would show her heart to someone like 
that. She never reveals her true feelings to me or even to 


her close friends.” 


Then, Sakura’s mother turned her entire body towards 
Ichigo. The atmosphere was as if she had made up her mind 
about something and was determined to tell the truth. 


“You're right, to tell you the truth, Father and Luna-chan 
don’t get along very well. Luna-chan is afraid of that man.” 


“...l’ve heard a little bit about that from Luna-san.” To that 
woman, Ichigo also proceeded to talk while being careful 
with his words. “When Sakura’s husband passed away and 
Sakura came back to the house, she came back with very 
little inheritance. So Sakura and Uncle were often arguing 
about that... Because of this, Luna thinks she’s not being 
accepted... Something like that?” 


“...That’s right.” 


He thought he was being considerate, but he might have 
come off as very direct. However, judging from the 
atmosphere she exuded, it might be better to be as clear as 
possible. When Ichigo asked her about it, Sakura’s mother 
smiled with a hint of sadness. 


“.,.She’s changed her personality completely, too.” 
“That's...” 


Sakura’s mother had a twilight look in her eyes, as if she 
was looking somewhere far away. Finally- 


“Ichigo-kun, I’m sorry.” 


“ER.” 


“Because of our family’s situation, Sakura disappeared from 
your life. That’s been on my mind for a long, long time.” 


The topic suddenly struck a nerve, and Ichigo’s heart 
started to race. He had been thinking that this was still 
about Luna and that his own case would come in time, but 
now, he was hit by surprise. 


“You may not believe me when | tell you this, and you may 
think I’m just talking nonsense, but... That person too, has 
always regretted forcing Sakura to marry in order to save 
the family.” 


“Regret...” 


Why was she bringing this up right now? He would never 
pretend to have a prideful sense of justice. He didn’t have 
the right in him to be angry. 


And why was that? Because he could see there was no 
falsehood in her words. At the very least, the old man would 
not have willingly chosen to sacrifice his daughter’s life. 
Even if he had chosen to do so, it would have probably been 
a hard decision to make as a business owner with hundreds 
of employees. 


... However. Ichigo bit his lip. 


However, if all of it was determined to have been a mistake, 
then as a result from that mistake, ‘Luna who was born out 
of it’- 


-Then, a high-pitched sound could be heard. 


Ee” 


“Just now, that was...” 


It sounded as if something had cracked. The noise came 
from the tatami room in the back. Ichigo looked at Sakura’s 
mother. A hint of anxiety flashed across her face. Seeing her 
face like that, Ichigo tightened up his expression. 


“Let’s go.” 


With that, Ichigo and Sakura’s mother walked towards the 
tatami room. 


“Excuse me, that sound just now was-“ 


Ichigo returned to the tatami room. When he opened the 
Sliding door, he found Sakura’s father and Luna- 


“Luna-san!?” 


Ichigo’s eyes widened in disbelief when he saw Luna inside 
the room. She had collapsed on the tatami mat and was 
lying completely flat. Beside her, there was a broken flower 
vase on the ground. Ichigo quickly bent down on his knees 
and snuggled up to her as she laid there. 


“Uh...” 


As he gently touched Luna’s shoulder, a growl emanated 
from her throat. It seemed that she was still conscious. 


Relieved by this fact, Ichigo looked around the room. 
Sakura’s father was standing still, and Sakura’s mother was 
holding her mouth with a surprised expression. Then, he 
saw that there was a thin piece of paper on the table. On 


the front, it said, ‘Report Card’. It was a report card from 
Luna’s school, Himesuhara Girls’ High School. 


“.,.What is happening?” Ichigo asked Sakura’s father. 


He remained in a standing position, his gaze directed in 
another direction. 


“Father...” Sakura’s mother also turned her anxious face to 
him. 


“...It’s nothing to worry about. We were just talking about 
whether she’s been neglecting her studies after you left.” 
Finally, Sakura’s father opened his mouth. He said it simply, 
coldly, and right to the point. “I checked her report card. It 
wasn’t bad, but there were several grades that were rated 
second this term, even though she had maintained the 
highest grades in everything throughout middle school. 
That’s why...” He continued,”! told her that she needed to 
quit her part-time job.” 


“It is only natural. A student’s main duty is to study. In the 
first place, it’s too early for a first year high school student 
to be working part-time. On the contrary, her staying at the 
store while trying to juggle the two in such a state would 
surely be inconvenient for Ichigo-kun. As for living expenses, 
the amount we send her should be enough as before... That 
was all.” 


‘I’m really glad | got to work at this store.’ 


He could still remember the happy smile on Luna’s face 
when she said it that day. Luna liked her current part-time 
job. She couldn’t forget Ichigo, and regardless of her love for 
him, and wanting to chase after him and make him turn on 


her, she felt fulfilled and happy to be working at her current 
job itself. 


“_..1f her grades have dropped, then...” Ichigo said as he 
held Luna in his arms. “I had asked her to agree to an 
urgent reassignment to a busy position at the store. It’s true 
that she had been coming to work for many hours before 
the summer vacation. So if that’s the reason for her poor 
grades, then it’s my fault.” 


“Uncle. As an adult who is in the position to watch over and 
guard the growth of a child who is still a student, you have a 
valid point. But that doesn’t mean you can be rough with 
them-“ 


“Kugiyama-san, that’s not what happened...” Then, in 
Ichigo’s arms. Luna slowly raised herself up. “I just... 
stumbled.” 


“Luna-san...” 


“I felt sick and dizzy, and when | fell, so did the vase... 
Grandpa didn’t do anything.” 


Even if Luna was right, the fact that her consciousness was 
abnormally affected in the presence of him meant that his 
words and attitude had affected her mentality. Ichigo had 
also studied about mental health problems in the manager's 
work training. There was no way he could overlook this 
situation. 


“Luna-san, can you keep your balance?” Ichigo slowly 
removed his hand from Luna’s body as he checked. He then 


smiled reassuringly when he was sure that she was able to 
Support herself. He stood up and stepped in front of 
Sakura’s father. 


“...1chigo-kun, this is a matter within our family.” Sakura’s 
father said to Ichigo. His voice and expression were ruthless, 
not the gentle one he had used on Ichigo earlier. “I’m sorry 
to say this, but you’re just an outsider. Can you please 
remain shut?” 


“Uncle...” Ichigo responded to his statement head on. 
“You're absolutely right. | may not be in a position to 
interfere in your family affairs.” 
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“| wish | could say that, but unfortunately, you and your 
family have ruined my life, so I’m not unrelated to this.” 


At Ichigo’s wild comment, Sakura’s father couldn’t help but 
widen his eyes. If it was as Sakura’s mother had said, if he 
was as serious and responsible as he had always been, and 
if he regretted what he had done that day, then he certainly 
couldn’t ignore Ichigo’s words. 


“I'll be straight to the point. | came here today because | 
wanted to talk to you.” Head on, Ichigo said, “To talk about 
Sakura.” 


For the moment, he asked Luna and Sakura’s mother to 
leave the room so he could have a private conversation with 
Sakura’s father. 


“Kugiyama-san...” AS Luna walked out of the tatami room, 
accompanied by Sakura’s mother, she looked up at Ichigo as 


they passed each other. The look in her eyes was a mixture 
of anxiety and confusion. It was the same look he had seen 
when he had come to find her in the mountains before. 


To relieve her, Ichigo said, “Don’t worry,” and sent them on 
their way. Currently, Ichigo and Sakura’s father were the 
only ones in the tatami room. 


“| haven’t seen you in fifteen years, but you haven’t 
changed.” 


Neither of them would sit down. Standing still, they 
exchanged words and did only what was necessary. 


“At one point, when | first met you, you looked exactly the 
Same as you did back then, kind and gentle, just the way | 
thought an ideal father would look.” 


“ ..Ideal, huh?” 


Repeatedly, Sakura’s father smiled sarcastically. As if to say, 
‘What the hell do you think you know...?’ 


“That’s why | feel uncomfortable with the way you treat 
Luna-san.” To that man, Ichigo just honestly conveyed his 
own opinion. “It’s as if you’re faking your true self, making 
yourself appear harsh and frightening. No, it’s as if you’re 
trying to force yourself to change.” 


“...Ichigo-kun.” Then, Sakura’s father asked Ichigo a 
question. “...Do | look like I’m neglecting that girl?” 


“Yes, depending on which way you look at it.” 


“But that’s why | don’t think you mean it.” - Ichigo 
continued. 


“I can tell that your harshness towards Luna is not because 
you dislike her, or that you consider her a nuisance.” 


A daughter who came home with only a small portion of her 
enormous inheritance, and a grandchild she left behind. She 
needed to be loved, she needed to be accepted. When he 
had asked Luna what was on her mind before, she seemed 
to think that she had to act like the way she was. 


“But when | saw you today, | thought that perception was 
wrong. Rather, you were clumsy, but still trying to take care 
of her... | felt like you didn’t know how to treat her correctly. 
It is hard to describe it into words.” 


“...You’re contradicting yourself.” 
Ichigo chuckled at Sakura’s father’s plausible statement. 


“It’s possible to have two contradictory feelings at the same 
time.” 


Having conflicting emotions. There were times when he was 
in such a state that he himself didn’t know what to do. Even 
though he had rejected Luna and told her it would be better 
if they never met again, he still sought her out. It was the 
Same Case. 


“You regret that you twisted Sakura’s life 15 years ago. And 
now that Luna-san is here, you’re also feeling guilty for 
that.” 


“...1chigo-kun.” Then, Sakura’s father opened his mouth. His 
voice was trembling. “Everything you've said is true.” 


It was as if he was repenting. 


“You've really come a long way, haven’t you? My pathetic 
nature seems to be transparent to you.” 


“When | heard that you were coming with Luna today, | was 
surprised, but at the same time, | was resigned and ready 
that the time had finally come.” 


“That's...” Ichigo stopped his words there. It was because 
Sakura’s father turned around and looked at him. 


“I’m sorry, but right now, I’m going to give you my worst 
whine.” 


“Yes.” Ichigo was determined to take his words and his 
pained expression, head on. 


“| regret what | did in the past, that | forced Sakura into an 
unwanted engagement because of my mistakes. When 
Sakura came home, | couldn’t help but feel as if | was being 
confronted with my past mistakes. | couldn’t face Sakura. 
That’s why | treated Sakura so badly.” 


“Now that she’s gone, the guilt overwhelms me, and I’m 
filled with repentance. However, if | call Sakura’s 
engagement a mistake, that would mean I’m denying Luna 
who was born out of it... That’s why | can’t call it a mistake. 
Because that would mean rejecting that girl. That’s why... | 
can’t even face Luna anymore.” 


“If someone accuses her of something, she has no words to 
say back, and if someone points her out, she has no excuse, 
so | have no choice but to be harsh and coercive, to make 
her afraid... We have no choice but to cover up our feelings 
for each other like that.” 


It was a series of curses that had been tying him down for 
the past fifteen years. 


“...1f you, Luna, and Sakura resent me, that’s fine. That’s all 
right. You can hate me all you want. I’m incompetent and 
unreliable, and | can’t possibly be forgiven for being like 
this...” 


“ ..| understand.” 


As he finished spewing out such a condemnation, Ichigo 
was...relieved. He felt glad to hear that he was still the 
same as he was. 


“Thank you. For speaking your mind.” 


“But...” Ichigo continued. He found what he needed to do, 
what he was supposed to do. “Let me clear up one 
misunderstanding that was in your words.” 


“.,.Misunderstanding?” 
“The misunderstanding that everyone resents you.” 


Ichigo opened the sliding door and left the tatami room. He 
then went towards the kitchen, where Luna had just been 
escorted by Sakura’s mother to receive care. 


“Luna-san, are you okay?” 


paren (o> aa 


She was feeling much calmer now. Ichigo crouched down 
and made eye contact with her as she sat in the chair. 


“Luna-san, let me ask you something. Do you hate your 
grandpa? For putting you through such a scary experience.” 


Maybe it wasn’t good for her mental health, now that he had 
just asked such a question. But right now, it was something 
that really needed to be reconfirmed. 


Luna momentarily rounded her eyes in surprise, but 
dropped her gaze timidly when Ichigo said, “It’s okay,” and 
squeezed her hand. 


“...That’s...” 


When asked if she was afraid of him, Luna would not say no. 
And that was fine. It would be a mistake to try to act like a 
good girl in this situation. 


“Uncle, Auntie, and Luna-san, too.” 


Ichigo stood up. At that moment, with Luna in front of him, 
Sakura’s mother standing behind him, and Sakura’s father 
waiting outside the kitchen, he said, 


“There’s a place I'd like to visit, if you don’t mind.” 
‘There’s a place I'd like to visit’ 


As soon as he said that, Ichigo put everyone in the car and 
drove off. More than ten minutes later, they arrived at- 


“This is...” 


“| don’t think Uncle and Auntie know this, but... The summer 
before Sakura disappeared, she and | went to see the sea 
together.” 


The destination was the beach. The sea was visible from the 
top of the small mountain where Luna’s parents’ house was 
located, so he knew that the beach was nearby. Following 
the car’s navigation system, they came to the nearest one. 
It was a deserted beach with only a few locals walking 
around. The scenery reminded him of the sea of that 
summer. 


“No... | remember.” 


A strong sea breeze rushed along the beach. Luna and 
Sakura’s mother held their long hair while Sakura’s father 
stood there nonchalantly, listening to Ichigo’s story. 


“When Sakura went with you to see the ocean... It was more 
than ten years ago, right around this time of year?” Sakura’s 
father said, his expression clouding. 


Ichigo took one look at him, then turned his gaze towards 
the ocean. 


“At the beach, | talked to Sakura. It was about our dreams 
for the future.” 


“...A dream, huh? | had-“ 
“Uncle, please listen to me.” 


Sakura’s father was probably thinking that he had ruined 
Sakura’s future, that he had destroyed her dreams and 
everything she had ever wanted. However, what Ichigo 
wanted to convey was different. 


“On that day, Sakura told me that in the future, she wanted 
to work in the family business and help her father and the 
family with their work.” 


At Ichigo’s words, Sakura’s father’s eyes widened. 


Yes, he remembered. It was the last conversation they had 
that summer. 


The sun was beginning to set and the scheduled time for the 
train home was approaching. Ichigo stood up from the sand 
and started to walk away, saying that it was time to go — At 
that moment, 


‘Ichi, you know, |...’ She said to Ichigo, who was moving 
ahead of her. ‘/’m thinking of taking over the family business 
in the future. | want to experience many things, gain 
knowledge, and if possible, helo my mother and father in 
the family business.’ 


So she said. 


Ichigo then looked back. Sakura’s father and mother must 
have never heard this before. Yes, this was a dream that she 
had told only to Ichigo. 


“If you were to ask me whether or not Sakura had any 
regrets... | would say that she did not. She was a person 
who was able to envision such ideals when she was in the 
third year of junior high school. | think the reason she came 
back here after her husband died was because she was 
worried about you guys and wanted to help you.” 


“.,.50 that happened, huh?” 


Ichigo nodded to Sakura’s father, whose voice was scratchy. 


“Ichigo-kun... You’ve been remembering that moment all the 
time, haven’t you?” Sakura’s mother said to Ichigo with a 
somewhat happy and somewhat sad expression on her face. 


“Yes... But not exactly ‘all the time’.” Ichigo said, his eyes 
slightly downcast. “I remembered it only recently. I’ve been 
covering up the painful memories and trying to forget them. 
But when | met her, | remembered.” 


Then Ichigo looked at Luna. Sakura’s father also turned to 
look at her. 


“Luna...” 


“Ever since | first met her, I’ve always felt a trace of Sakura 
in her. Luna-san’s presence brought back memories that | 
had tried to forget and it made Sakura’s presence became 
even stronger in me... But as it turned out, it wasn’t all bad. 
In this way, | was able to bring her thoughts to you guys.” 


“And the dream that Sakura was hoping for back then... She 
said she wanted to experience all kinds of things when she 
was able to work.” Ichigo gave Luna a gentle look. “You 
have that same dream now, Luna-san.” 


Luna gulped and she tightly pressed her lips together. She 
realized that Ichigo was trying to tell Sakura’s father about 
Luna’s true feelings, about what she really wanted to do. 


“Can you help her with her dream? I, too, will help in any 
way that | can. Please.” 


“.,.Luna.” After listening to Ichigo’s words, Sakura’s father 
looked back at Luna. “I...” 


Perhaps he didn’t know how to properly explain it. He 
considered himself to be someone who should be 
marginalized, someone who should be hated, and resented. 
The reason why he was so hard on Sakura and the way he 
was hard on Luna was because it was a roundabout, overly 
clumsy and painful act of self-harm. 


“\..17m sorry.” 


The past cannot be changed. You can’t just admit that a 
mistake is a mistake or deny that it’s not. He had sucha 
contradiction in his life. 


However... Luna too, was living with conflicting emotions. 
She wanted to be with Ichigo, even though she knew she 
was not supposed to- 


“Grandpa, please don’t be sorry.” Luna took her 
grandfather’s hand. She was smart enough to understand 
his feelings. “Just like Kugiyama-san said, I’m sure mother 
doesn’t resent or hate grandpa. That’s why, don’t worry 
about it.” 


... That’s right. 


When Ichigo first met Sakura’s father and mother today, he 
was able to have a normal conversation with them. It was 
like a continuation of what happened 15 years ago, but 
without the regret for Sakura. Ichigo didn’t hold a grudge 
against them either. Even more so when he knew the truth 
that he had been suffering for the past 15 years. 


Luna said, trying to convey, 


“No one has anything against you. You just have to trust me 
on that.” 


Sakura’s father clamped his lips together tightly. And on his 
shoulder, Sakura’s mother gently placed her hand from 
behind. 


“.,.From now on, can we Start over, as a family?” 


“Yes.” Luna smiled, and such an angelic smile, was directed 
at her grandfather. 


-Thus, the complicated feelings between Luna and her 
grandfather were improved. 


No, it would be an exaggeration to call it an improvement. 
They just talked to each other, that’s all. About Sakura, 
about Luna, and about Sakura’s father. It was only that, but 
that was the most important. 


‘Not knowing’ often has a negative psychological impact. 
And ‘knowing’, for what it’s worth, has the effect of reducing 
the psychological burden, regardless of reason or 
consistency. It’s often a relief. After all, once the matter is 
settled, it might not have been such a big deal. 


A fifteen-year curse had been lifted in just a few hours of 
communication. It was a trivial story. However, it took many 
miracles that had to happen in order to resolve this coiling. 


If Ichigo hadn’t met Luna, if Luna didn’t let him into her 
heart and knew about Sakura’s father and mother, if Ichigo 
hadn’t remembered his memories of Sakura... It could be 
said that this curse had been lifted because all the 
encounters, all the pasts had converged. Though above all, 
it was Ichigo’s great contribution that brought them to this 
point. 


“Luna, you should go home with Ichigo-kun.” In front of the 
Ito family’s house, when they just got back from the beach 
and got out of the car, Sakura’s father said this to Luna and 
Ichigo. 


“Eh...” Originally, Ichiho would go home first today, and 
Luna would stay a few nights. 


“I think Luna would be better off staying with you now.” 
Sakura’s father said this with a radiant expression. It was 
the same generous, kind, and sincere expression that he 
had in his memory 15 years ago. Sakura’s mother also 
agreed with his words, saying, “Right.” 


“Ichigo-kun, I’m very sorry for what | did to you.” Sakura’s 
father bowed his head deeply. “And today, | owe you a great 
debt of gratitude. On top of that, if | may say this, | would 
like you to stand by Luna and support her.” 


“Grandpa...” At his words, Luna blushed in embarrassment. 


“| feel assured if she’s around you. More than anything, 
when | look at you and Luna now, | feel like you’re as close 
as you were with Sakura back then. It makes me smile.” 


“Really, since this girl’s her daughter, maybe she and 
Ichigo-kun are a good match.” 


When Sakura’s father and mother said something favorable, 
Luna smiled, and her cheeks tinted, as if she was not 
dissatisfied. 


...EH, hmm? 


Ichigo, on the other hand, had cold sweat on his forehead. 
This indescribable, welcoming atmosphere directed from 


Luna’s relatives, was it just his imagination? Or had the 
outer moat been filled in rather smoothly? 


...No, that’s just too self-conscious of me...probably... 
“Ah, Ichi, it’s just up ahead.” 


Thus, Ichigo and Luna returned home early at the behest of 
Sakura’s parents, which made him wonder, to the city where 
they lived. However, there was something they had to do 
before heading home. He had spoke to Sakura’s parents and 
got their approval. In order to achieve his goal, Ichigo went 
to a certain place, guided by Luna. And that place was- 


“,.Here?” 


In a cemetery built around the side of a mountain, only a 
little distance away from Luna’s parents’ house, there was a 
tomb carved in towering black marble with the name of the 
Ito family on it. 


“They moved the Ito family’s grave when they moved into 
their current house.” 


“I see... But certainly, this place has a great view and is 
quiet, so you can rest in peace.” 


And now, under this grave, Sakura was also sleeping. Once 
again, he was forced to confront that reality. 


“1 see,” 


Seeing her name engraved on the side of the tombstone, 
Ichigo understood that truly... Sakura was no more. 


He lit the incense sticks he had prepared and placed them in 
the censer. He put his hands together, closed his eyes, and 
prayed with a blank mind. However, naturally and 
unwillingly, many memories of her came back to his mind. 


He remembered walking with her along the path to school, 
where cherry blossom petals were flying. Memories of 
playing games and having fun together at her house. 
Memories of going out together, visiting pools, parks, 
summer festivals, shopping centers, and other such places. 
In every scene, in every piled-up and trivial memory, there 
was her dazzling smile. 


And that summer at the beach. On that day they talked 
about their future, which he had been covering up to avoid 
remembering, Sakura told Ichigo about her dream on their 
way home. After saying that she wanted to help her parents 
with the family business, she- 


‘I'd be very happy if maybe... Ichi could be there too...’ 
Yes, that’s right. At the end of all that, Sakura said so. 


He didn’t really understand it at the time. He just thought 
that she meant it would be fun to work together. So maybe, 
just maybe, her feelings towards Ichigo was- 


“Ichi?” 
“Ah...” 


Tears spilled from the corner of his eyes. It was like a weir, 
ragged and pathetic. Luna, next to him, looked worried. 


“It’s all right.” 


No, stop. Now ts not the time. 


Ichigo desperately tried to restrain himself. However... 


It didn’t stop. 








The image of Sakura that came to his mind. The dazzling 
memory of that memorable scene on the beach, 
accompanied by the happiness that he was certainly feeling 
at the time, would not go away. 


However, such light-filled memories could no longer be 
regained or renewed. That fact just knocked his heart out. 
The next thing he knew, Ichigo was crying his eyes out. 
Even though he said he was fine, he couldn’t stop the tears. 
Letting out a small sob, he covered his face with both hands 
and mourned the death of his former first love. 


“Ichi...” At that moment, Ichigo felt a gentle touch that 
enveloped him. Luna had her slender arms around Ichigo’s 
shoulders as she hugged him. Silently, and without a word, 
Luna, simply wanting to comfort calm him down, hugged 
Ichigo. 


-For a while, they stayed in that position and passed the 
time together. 


-Eventually. 


“...Fhank you.” Ichigo, who had calmed down a bit and 
stopped crying, wiped his face with his cuff and said to 
Luna. 
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“Ichi, are you alright?” Luna asked in concern as she let go 
of the body. The psychological shock Ichigo had received 
was immeasurable. And she understood that, too. 


“Yeah, I’m fine now.” Ichigo replied with a straight face so as 
not to concern Luna. 


“...You see, there were many reasons why | asked Ichi to 
come here with me today.” There, Luna spoke her mind. “1 
didn’t have the courage to see grandpa. | was so scared... 
That’s why, | wanted you to be there for me. | know it’s 
pathetic, but that’s how | really felt.” 


“Yeah, that’s fine.” 


You are Still a child. It’s okay to rely on adults, So Ichigo 
thought. 


“And also...” 
Then, Luna said, keeping her gaze down, 


“| thought maybe Ichi wanted to see mother, so | wanted 
him to.” 


“It’s weird, isn’t it? The night | did ‘that’, | hated the fact 
that Ichi was putting mother on top of me... But if Ichi 
wanted to see mother, | just thought that maybe he should. 


” 


Two conflicting emotions. Sometimes we hold them at the 
same time. But you can always choose one emotion over 
the other. 


If this was what she chose out of the two emotions that 
were mixed up inside her at that time, it wouldn’t be an 
exaggeration to say that Luna’s choice saved Ichigo. 


“Thank you. It was nice to be here, and I’m glad you made 
that decision.” 


“Yeah, I’m really glad.” Luna raised her head and looked at 
Ichigo. Her eyes, which looked like jewels with a hint of 
green behind the blackness, looked at Ichigo. Her eyes were 
also moist. 


“I’m sure mother is very happy to have met such a 
wonderful man who keeps thinking of her in his heart.” 


Her expression was full of gratitude and affection from the 
bottom of her heart. 


“| think mother was happy that you were her first love.” 


Her first love was... Then, that’s the same as me, |chigo 
thought as he looked up at the sky, which was a gradation 
of orange and azure. 


After that, Ichigo and Luna once again got into the car and 
headed home. It was already evening when they left the 
other side of the country, and as they drove along the 
highway, night had fallen. 


“Ah, that’s right! Up front, there’s that service area.” In the 
middle of their drive on the highway, Luna suddenly 
shouted. 


“Up front... Ah, the service area | stopped at on my last 
business trip.” Ichigo looked at the navigation system at 
Luna’s request, and noticed the name of the service area on 
the display. 


“It’s time for a break, let’s stop by. Let’s have some 
sunflower ice cream!” 


“You gotta be kidding me.” 


So, at Luna’s urging, Ichigo pulled the car into the service 
area. The other day, he came to this service area with 
Wakana, and today, he came with Luna. Ichigo was a bit 
dismayed to think that the promise he made that day would 
come true so soon. 


“Here it is, the soft-serve sunflower ice cream.” Then, Luna 
quickly bought the booming soft-serve ice cream, and 
returned to the car. Since they couldn’t go out with the two 
of them in a public place, he asked her to go alone. They 
might look like sunflower seeds, but she said they were 
chocolate coated almonds. 


“Here, ahh!” In the car, Luna offered a spoonful of ice 
cream. 


“Yeah, I'll just take the whole spoon.” 
“Eh, you could’ve just taken it.” 


He took the spoon from Luna and took a bite of the ice 
cream. 


“...Yeah, it’s definitely chocolate almond. And it’s pretty 
good.” 


“I know, right! I’ve never had one before and | love it!” Luna 
said as she happily brought the ice cream to her mouth. 


...Her low spirits for half the day seemed like a lie, |chigo 
thought as he looked at her. 


Well, considering that one of the hazes that had been 
hanging over her mind had been cleared, it was no wonder 
that she was feeling so much better. 


“Nee~ Ichi.” Then, Luna pointed out the window from the 
passenger seat. “Since we’re here, let’s go see the 
observatory.” 


“The observatory?” 


“Yeah, you said before that the night view was beautiful, 
didn’t you?” 


“Hmm...” 


Ichigo looked towards the observatory from the car. Perhaps 
it was because it was so late at night, or perhaps it was just 
good timing, there was hardly a soul to be found in the 
service area. 


“It’s okay. When | went to buy ice cream, | looked over, but 
there was no one besides us.” 


It was a Shrewd move on her part to be doing 
reconnaissance. 


“...Well, if only for a little while.” 
“Yatta!" 


The two of them got out of the car and headed for the 
observatory. From there, Ichigo was able to see the same 


night view with Luna that he had seen with Wakana the 
other day. 


“Wah~ It’s amazing!” Luna was thrilled by the magnificent 
sight. “What’s that?” 


“It’s factory lights.” 


“Somehow, that’s kind of cool. Ah! There’s an amusement 
park over there!” The Ferris wheel was lit up. Pointing to it, 
Luna turned her head to Ichigo. Her cheeks were slightly 
flushed, indicating her excitement. “Someday, let’s go to an 
amusement park together.” 


Instead of low spirits, she seemed to be riding high instead. 
Seeing that the atmosphere was on the verge of going out 
of control, Ichigo nailed her with, “We can’t” 


Luna’s lips quirked up in an “Eh~” but her broken 
expression showed no sign of displeasure at all. 


-After spending a pleasant time like this, it was late at night. 
Ichigo’s car arrived in front of Luna’s apartment. 


“Well then, thank you so much for today, Ichi.” 
“Yeah, bye.” 
In front of Luna’s room, they said their goodbyes. 


“I'll see you tomorrow.” Ichigo turned his back on Luna and 
tried to leave. It was that moment that he could feel himself 
being hugged tightly from behind. Ichigo’s heart nearly 
stopped at the soft touch that enveloped his back. 


“Thank you so, so much, Ichi...” Such a sweet voice, as if 
overflowing from the bottom of her heart, struck his ear. 
What was whispered to him were words of gratitude. 


And then- 
“Love you, | really love you, Ichi.” 


Words of love with all the feelings she could muster. 
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“Today, when | saw Ichi crying thinking about mother... | 
thought you were such a wonderful person for always 
devoting yourself to the person you love... | feel like my love 
for you is growing even more-“ 


The warm feeling left his back. 


“There’s been a lot of hardship, but I’m really glad that the 
person | fell in love with, my first love, is you.” 


Ichigo turned around in a panic. Although he turned back his 
head, he could only remain rigid as Luna giggled with, 
“Ehehe,” and closed the door. 


He hurriedly hid his reddened face, as if to hide his 
embarrassment. 


“.,.Don’t be so stunned, already.” 

His heart really almost stopped. 

What if someone saw us, Ichigo thought as usual. 
...But. 


However, something was different from usual, and it was 
that he didn’t feel bad. It didn’t feel like she was 
superimposed by Sakura, either. It was just pure satisfaction 
that he was able to help Luna... And when that girl said ‘I 
love you’, it made him really happy. 


Epilogue: Confession 


It was past the middle of August, and the peak of the 
busyness had passed. It was that time of the year when the 
Obon Holiday was over and people returned to their normal 
routines. Ichigo and the others were no exception to this. 


Luna spent her days with joy, going back and forth between 
home and work, working hard at her job at the store, 
including teaching craft and lecture classes. 


On a recent visit to her parents’ house, Sakura’s father, 
Luna’s grandfather, had warned her about her grades. In the 
end, he too understood Luna’s current life and her wishes, 
and was willing to oblige. 


However, Luna also seemed to have given this matter some 
thought. In addition to the assignments given by the school, 
she also did some self-study so that her grades would not 
drop too much. Ichigo was even made concerned as he 
thought she shouldn’t have pushed herself too much. 


On the other hand, as for Ichigo, the busy summer season 
had passed, and from now on, he would enter the period of 
declining sales. It was the season for stores to cut labor 
costs, adjust their inventory amounts, and reduce expenses 
to cope. While cooperating with Wakana, he gave 
instructions to each line and focused on the operation of the 
store. 


While these days continue, there hadn’t been that much 
change in the relationship between Ichigo and Luna. At 
work, they interacted as boss and subordinate, and after 
work, he would occasionally visit her home to educate her 
on the store’s operations or to monitor Luna’s study. 


That’s how they were spending their days. In a sense, the 
days were peaceful, with no major incidents or disruptions. 


...Perhaps we’re establishing a stable and relatively healthy 
relationship with some distance, Ichigo thought idly. 


Then, one day. 
“Ah, Manager.” 


In the break room at his workplace, Ichigo came for a coffee 
break and happened to bump into Luna. 


“Ah, Luna-san... What’s the matter?” 


At that moment, when she had just encountered Ichigo, 
Luna scurried around. Once she confirmed that no one was 
around, she leaned closer to Ichigo. 


Ichigo was flustered by the sudden action. 


“Tonight, I'll be waiting for Ichi with his favorite dish, so 
come early, okay?” Luna’s cheeks turned cherry red as she 
whispered in a sweet voice. 


Luna left the break room quickly, leaving Ichigo to stop 
moving after being caught off guard by the sudden and 
mysterious action. 


“.,.Where’s that healthy relationship we were establishing?” 


He was appalled at himself for having thought so. Thinking it 
over, he had been visiting her house more and more often 
lately, or rather, it was becoming almost the norm. The 
purpose of this was just to educate and guide her in her 
work, and it was also a way to relieve her from undue stress, 
but... 


Could it be, he had become rather numb to this situation? 
Maybe he was on the verge of being immersed in such days. 


.../ can’t let that happen, Once again, Ichigo reminded 
himself. 


“Yahoo! Long time no see, Wakanana.” 
“Long time no see, how have you been?” 


In the midst of these daily routines - The perspective 
changes. 


In an Izakaya at night, Wakana, the assistant manager of 
the large department store where Ichigo worked as the 
manager, came to visit. Dressed in casual clothes, she 
waved her hand as she walked towards the seat where her 
meeting partner was sitting. 


“I’m fine, I’m fine. So, what do you want to drink? Ah, | 
started first.” 


“Yeah, | can see that.” 


The other party was a friend of Wakana’s from her college 
days called Hosoe. She had short-cut brown hair and an 
energetic, strong-looking face. They had been friends even 


after graduating from the university, and although they 
were both busy with their work, they sometimes had drinks 
together like this. 


Today, they had promised to meet up again for a drink after 
a long time since the busy season had come to an end. By 
the way, ‘Wakanana’ was her nickname. It was inspired by 
her real name, Wakana Nanao. 


“Well then, I’ll have a draft beer too. Excuse me, can | 
please order?” She stopped the waitress and ordered. 


After a moment, the beer was delivered to the table. 
Wakana took the glass and Hosoe took hers, and together, 


mu 


they shared the drink with a “"cheers””. 


“Well, so listen, Wakanana. The other day, in my office...” 
Hosoe, who had already finished, started grumbling to 
Wakana. 


Wakana smiled and listened to what she had to say. The two 
of them were enjoying their reunion after a long time, 
chatting about their recent work and reminiscing about the 
past. 


Eventually- 


“.,.50, Wakanana, how did it go with that manager guy?” 
After much drinking had been done, Hosoe suddenly asked. 
She knew that Wakana was in love with her boss at work, 
Ichigo Kugiyama. 


“We-Well...” 


At the sudden intrusion of her question into the 
conversation, Wakana’s lips involuntarily raised from her 
glass, showing her excitement. 


“How, you ask...” 


“Have you made any progress since then? | mean, did you 
approach him at all?” 


“I-1 did.” 


Hosoe questioned, to which Wakana replied with her eyes 
swimming. 


“Heh~ How did it go?” 
“Eh, th-that’s...” 


Maybe because of the alcohol in her system, Wakana had a 
blush on her face, and while fluttering in front of her chest, 
she spoke up honestly, though a little embarrassed. 


“Well, | asked him if he wanted me to make him lunch, and 
suggested that | go take care of him when he got sick.” 


“What are you? A high school girl?” Hosoe, with a straight 
face, plunged straight into it. 


“Jeez...!” 


“What you’re doing is too girlie. Too young and youthful for 
you.” 


“No way... Even though it was pretty bold if you ask me...” 
Seeing Wakana’s disappointed face, Hosoe let out a sigh. 
Same old Wakana, she thought. 


“But, you Know, you know, | tried to tell my feelings for him 
the other day.” 


“Eh, | didn’t know you did that.” 
“Yeah. So now, I’ve made some progress.” 


Hosoe replied with a “heh~” to Wakana’s boastful words. 
Then, after emptying the mug in her hand, she giggled and 
pulled a face. 


“Well, tell me about it.” 
“So...” 


Wakana began to tell Hosoe about the day of her business 

trip. At the service area at night while looking at the night 

view, she spoke her mind, albeit not directly, to Ichigo. And 
what she said to her in response- 


“So | thought I’d do what | could for him. | drove his car for 
him and provided him with a comfortable sleep. Ah, and on 
the day of the summer festival, | took the initiative to take 
care of the part-time workers who had gotten drunk... 
What’s wrong?” Wakana then noticed that Hosoe had a 
dumbfounded look on her face. 


“No, well...” Hosoe said. “He doesn’t even know about your 
feelings, does he? There’s not even a hint of it.” 


“Eh, we-well... | Know that too.” 


“You know that? Then that’s just your self-satisfaction. 
You're not making any progress at all. That manager thinks 
of you as nothing more than a reliable subordinate.” 


“Uh-hh...” 


If she was told that, there was nothing she could say back. 
Wakana’s body shrunk. Seeing her like that, Hosoe smiled. 


“Wakanana’s really new at this, isn’t she?” 


“Because, I’ve hardly ever been in a relationship, and | don’t 
know what to do...” 


“Hmm, to be honest, you look like a nice woman with 
perfect proportions, so you should show off your adult sex 
appeal and approach him boldly.” While shaking a skewer of 
yakitori, Hosoe offered some advice. 


“Boldly...” 


“Yeah, like, you know, suddenly barging into his house.” 
(T/N: Call the police!) 


“Th-That’s insane.” 


“What are you talking about? If you seriously stay like this, 
you'll get nowhere, right?” 


“ ..Nowhere.” 


“Do you want that? Also.” When Wakana became silent, 
Hosoe continued to press her. “You’re already in your late 
twenties. You can’t afford to enjoy your first love forever. You 
need to get a grip. Ah, excuse me, a large beer, please.” 


| have to be bold and change, Wakana thought as she 
clenched her fists under the table secretly. 


“We're here.” 


“Yeah, thanks, Ichi.” 


-One night, after work. 


The car stopped, and Ichigo and Luna got out from inside. 
This place was Ichigo’s company housing. Today, Luna was 
unusually visiting Ichigo at his house. 


“Thank you, Ichi. For listening to my selfishness.” 
“No, it’s not really selfish, so don’t worry about it.” 


Up until now, whenever Luna came to his house, it had 
always brought up bitter memories. So today, he wanted to 
dispel those memories. 


Making dinner and eating together at Ichigo’s house. This is 
what Luna suggested.nlchigo was a little reluctant, but 
certainly, it was not hard to understand how she felt, so he 
agreed, partly because he was responsible for more than a 
few of the bitter memories. 


“Are you sure you don’t want to drink today?” 
“| won’t drink.” 


After dinner, he had to take her home. Besides, in the past, 
things had never been good whenever he drank when he 
was with her. Therefore, drinking was strictly prohibited 
tonight. Immediately, Ichigo and Luna went up to the house 
and started preparing dinner. 


“What are you planning to cook today?” 


When Ichigo asked, Luna answered as she spread out the 
ingredients she had prepared. 


“Yeah, well, the first time Ichi and | met-“ 


And then. The sound of a chime echoed through the living 
room. It seemed that someone had come to visit. 


“A visitor?” 


“Looks like it. Who could it be, at this hour?” Ichigo went to 
the entrance of the living room and looked at the monitor 
installed there. On the screen, there was the image of a 
visitor caught on camera. It was Wakana. “Eh, Wakana- 
san?” 


“Assistant manager?” Hearing Ichigo’s voice, Luna also 
came over in surprise. 


The camera showed Wakana playing with her hair in some 
impatient manner. 


“Ah, maybe this is some urgent matter...?” 


Then, Ichigo realized. It wasn’t good that Luna was here 
right now. Needless to say, the presence of an underage 
high school girl in the home of a man who lives alone, and 
the two people are in a relationship of boss and subordinate 
at work, is a dangerous situation. This was something that 
Ichigo had also been concerned about numerous times. He 
didn’t want to show this to Wakana, but he had to be careful 
just in case. 


“Luna-san, go hide in the back room, just in case.” 
“Ye-Yeah. Ah, Ichi, my shoes are at the door.” 
“Okay, thanks, I’ll hide them.” 


Ichigo instructed Luna to go to the other room and hide. He 
then went to the front door and hid her shoes in the 
shoebox. Then- 


“What is it, Wakana-san?” He opened the front door and 
came face to face with Wakana standing there. 


“Ah, manager, thank you for your hard work, um...” 
She seemed restless. She seemed to be nervous. 
“Is this an emergency? A problem with work?” 


“Uh, well, it’s not really about that in particular, but...” Said 
Wakana while frightened. 


Hearing her words, Ichigo put a question mark on his face. 
“Then why are you in my house?” 
“Ri-Right, it’s strange, isn’t it?! I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!” 


She was in a panic. Unable to grasp the intent of her 
actions, Ichigo could only keep silent. 


“Uh, um... Ah, that’s right, | was wondering if you'd like to 
join me for dinner?” Then, out of the blue, Wakana 
suggested. 


“Ah, um, I’m just in the middle of cooking, so eating out is a 
bit...” Ichigo was puzzled, but politely declined. 


“Is that so... Ah, th-then, | can help you with that.” 
“ER?” 
“If you like, | can prepare dinner for you.” 


“No, please, | can’t have Wakana-san go through all that 
trouble...” 


“It’s okay. | want to help Manager.” 


Somehow, she was acting strange tonight. And just as they 
were bantering back and forth like that, at that moment, 


“Hmm?” 

A burning smell wafted from the back of the house. 
“What’s wrong? Manager.” 

“...Oh no, | left the fire on!” 


Ichigo realized. He had just put the pot on the fire when 
Wakana arrived. And in his hurry to tell Luna to hide, he 
forgot to turn off the fire. Ichigo rushed to the living room 
and the attached system kitchen, and saw that a roll of 
kitchen paper had caught fire when it fell on the stove that 
he had turned on to boil water. 


“Manager, the fire!” 
“It’s dangerous, Wakana-san, get back!” 


Seeing the burning kitchen paper, Ichigo instructed Wakana 
behind him to stay away. 


“Manager, take this!” 


Wakana then handed him a fire-extinguishing sheet for 
kitchen fires that had been left near the refrigerator. Ichigo 
took it, unfolded it, and put it over the kitchen paper where 
the fire had spread. 


...A few seconds later, when the sheet was moved, the fire 
had been safely extinguished. Apparently, nothing serious 
had happened. Feeling relieved, he exhaled “Phew.” 


“It was a close call. I’m just glad it was before the fire 
alarm went off.” 


“That’s a relief.” 


“Eh... What?” Then, in the midst of the chaos, he noticed 
that Wakana had also come into the house. “When did you 
get here, Wakana-san?” 


“Ah, I’m sorry, | didn’t mean to interrupt!” 


Ichigo then said in a quiet tone of voice, trying to calm the 
confused Wakana, 


“No, please don’t worry about it, you were a big help. Thank 
you very much.” 


He thanked her, but, on a completely different note, Wakana 
was in a Slightly disturbed manner. 


“What’s the matter, Wakana-san? There’s something off 
about you. You’re not your normal calm self.” 


That was the moment she told him. Wakana, while biting her 
lips tightly, 


“Manager! No, Kugiyama-san!” 
“Yas?” 


“I-] like you! If you don’t mind, could you please go out with 
me?!” 


“Huh?” 


Wakana’s face turned red as she exclaimed, and Ichigo was 
utterly speechless. 


For a moment, time stopped. 


But after a moment, Wakana, who had come to her senses, 
suddenly had a look on her face that said, ‘What did | just 
Say?’ 


However, the confusion seemed to still be ongoing. 


“Ah, I-l’m sorry, my friend told me to be proactive, so...” 


At the sudden confession that came from Wakana’s mouth, 
Ichigo could only stand there in silence. In front of him was 
the figure of Wakana, face down and silent. Although it was 
her own action, she might not understand it herself. 
Therefore, she was just as rigid as Ichigo. Then- 


At that moment, Ichigo shifted his gaze and noticed. Luna 
was standing at the entrance to the living room. In her hand 
was a towel wet with water. Perhaps she had noticed the fire 
and had come prepared to put it out as well. And just then, 
she seemed to have heard what Wakana had said. 


With her face down, Wakana was still oblivious to Luna’s 
presence. However, Luna too, was stunned by Wakana’s 
sudden and unexpected comments, and Ichigo had also 
forgotten to even tell Luna to hide quickly. 


Silence filled the air of Ichigo Kugiyama’s house as if time 
had stopped. At the current moment, everyone was unable 
to make sense of the situation and all thoughts had ceased. 
The only thing that Ichigo could tell for certain, was that a 
tumultuous future was definitely to come. 
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